
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: ]




[image: Wild Reverence by Rebecca Ross]



 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

 St. Martin’s Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.




For anyone who has ever had to let go of someone they love
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ACT ONE
THE END CREATES THE BEGINNING









I
Death and Her Horoscope




MATILDA

Once, long ago, I believed the god of war was my father, but only because he was the first to hold me in his arms after I was born. His robes were stained crimson from a mortal battle, his cloak torn to ribbons from swords and morning stars, and his skin—warm from a vernal sun—smelled like salt and sweetened smoke. He had come to visit my mother’s burrow, far below where the earth is darkly quiet, to ask for her advice on a skirmish and ended up witnessing my delivery.

I arrived so suddenly that he had no chance to drain his wine and depart, as he would have preferred, for he was keen to return to the battlefield and avoid all matters that pertained to birth. He says that I came into the world with a cry that could have split tree roots and thunderheads, that would have made mortal kings bow. My voice, no doubt, echoed down every Underling passage.

“Hold her,” my mother, breathless but rosy-cheeked, had insisted of him.

And so he had, pressing me awkwardly to his bloodstained breast. A god whose heart was rumored to be hard and unyielding as quartzite, who was the goddess of death’s only son, and who raked in souls by the hundredfold without remorse.

“What will you call her?” Bade asked, cupping my head in his palm. His hand was large enough, powerful enough, to crush me into dust, and yet he held me like I was a fragile thing. A god-child made of damselfly wings and spider silk and daydreams.

My mother paused, wiping the golden blood from her legs. The air smelled green and spiced, like freshly harvested sage and the sloe wine she had spilled. “I do not know.”

“Her father…?”

“No. I am keeping her a secret from him. At least, for the first few decades. She should grow in her own strength before they meet.”

“That is wise of you,” said Bade, but then fell pensive, gazing down at me, still crowned in my mother’s ichor. “But a little goddess cannot grow up without a name to guide her path.”

There was a lull, only punctuated by the fire crackling from the hearth. This memory is not mine, but it has been told to me so many times that it feels like my own.

My mother tilted her head, black hair flowing over her shoulder like a waterfall at midnight, a furrow in her brow. She suddenly seemed troubled, although he could only marvel as to why.

“A name shapes a divine as much as the stars do,” she finally said, stroking the fair silk of my hair. I was quiet but scowling, blinking as I took in the haze of the new world. “Perhaps I should wait and see what the horoscope says. To name her after her magic has been defined.”

“I would not wait for that, Zenia.”

“How come?”

“What if she ends up with some lackluster magic? She could be the goddess of taxes, or patience, or peace, or some other tedious thing.”

“Then what would you call her, if she were your daughter?”

“Matilda,” he said without hesitation. As if he had thought of what he would name a child, many times, despite the absence of them in his immortal life.

“Matilda?” my mother repeated, surprised. “Why?”

“It means mighty in battle.”

“Of course you would name a daughter such a thing.”

“Is it not fitting?”

“For a child spun from your bloodlust? Yes.”

Bade offered a half smile, which softened his ugly, scar-flecked face. His shoulders relaxed as he continued to hold me close to his chest. “You know this as well as I do—I vowed to be childless unless they can be made in love. And I would rather be feared than ever be loved.”

“As would we all,” my mother agreed. “But have you failed to notice it, my old ally? War only makes love flame brighter, defiant. It seems to bloom from the bloodshed you leave behind, unfurling from the most unlikely places. From the broken seams of the world. From the graves and the anguish and the fear you inspire.”

“I have not noticed,” Bade said, unable to hide the brusqueness in his gravel-like voice. I became restless, crying once more, stricken by a sudden wave of hunger. “Here, take her.”

I was passed to my mother, who held me for a long moment, gazing at me with unguarded fondness.

“Matilda,” she said again, and the name seemed to fit, even though she had yet to learn what constellation I had been born beneath—what magic hid in my veins, and where my place was destined to fall within the divine courts.

Zenia fed me, and as I swallowed down her golden milk, she resumed her advice to the god of war on his upcoming battle, as if my birth had been an ordinary, slightly inconvenient event.

But the truth is … there has been no divine born to the Underlings or the Skywards since.



Zenia cloistered me in her burrow for three days, ignoring the knocks on her door and the inquisitive voices that melted through the stone lintel. The Underling clan was curious about my birth, my unnamed magic, my unclaimed horoscope, and—most of all—who my father was, for the courts below knew he must be an enemy. A god of the haughty, conniving Skywards.

But at last my mother’s own curiosity swelled, and she emerged from her chambers and carried me through the winding, fog-laced passages of the under realm, bundled in sky-blue velvet, to Orphia, the goddess of death and the matriarch of the clan. It might seem odd to take a newborn to visit Death, but the truth is that we measure life by the end of it, or the lack thereof for immortals. Regardless, Orphia was one of the oldest and wisest amongst our kind, and she could read a horoscope, which my mother was now anxious to learn on my behalf.

“Put the child down, there,” Orphia said with a flick of her sinewy hand. She would not dare cradle me in her arms like the god of war had done, and my mother was grateful for that omission as she laid me down on a bolt of sheepskin, close to the hearth where the stones were warm and drenched in firelight.

But there are a few things to know about Orphia’s burrow.

Her door is hard to find, and her chambers are a honeycomb of vaulted chambers and marble columns carved into terrifying beasts. There is a hearth, where the fire never extinguishes. There are rafters high above, which are draped in long, dark robes. There is a great loom, with a never-ending tapestry caught within its maw. And there is a crack in the stone ceiling, which invites a pillar of celestial light to stream down to her tabletop scrying mirror. This is where she can keep watch over the constellations and deem horoscopes; the night sky is reflected on the oval sheet of obsidian.

Zenia approached the scrying mirror, betraying her anxiousness. But Orphia called her to the fire, where she was steeping a bundle of white flowers in a copper pan of rainwater. Steam danced upward as the liquid cooled on the hearthstone. There was no fragrance save for a very faint hint of pepper and honey.

Orphia was making a concoction of bittertongue, boiling poisonous flowers down to their essence. Blooms that were harvested from the mortal realm. And my mother was about to drink it.

“Here, Zenia,” said Orphia, pouring a small glass. The liquid was clear as water. “You know you must answer truthfully if I am to read the stars for your descendant.”

Poison cannot kill a divine or even make us unwell, like it does mortals. But we still bend to its power. To drink it means we can only speak truth while it filters through our veins. A lie would burn our tongue and turn our voices into smoke.

Zenia hesitated. Her face, lovely and pale as a winter morning, was dewy with perspiration. She had her secrets to keep, but she took the cup and drained the liquid, grimacing as the bitterness coated her tongue.

“My heart is open,” she said, meeting Orphia’s unwavering stare. “Please. I want to know where my daughter falls within the court. If she will grow up safe and unnoticed, or if I must raise her to kill to protect herself.”

“You must raise her to be on guard, regardless of which constellation she was born beneath,” Orphia said, moving to the table where the scrying mirror rested. “But let us begin. You must answer every query I voice to you. Do you understand?”

Zenia nodded. Her hands trembled as she clutched the edges of her cloak.

“When was she conceived?” Orphia asked, gazing down into the mirror. There was no reflection of her angular, moon-white face. Only black mist, and a shimmer of stars as if she were waking them at eventide.

“It was summer,” Zenia replied. “The first fruits had just been harvested. The olives had just been pressed. The sheep had just been shorn. The rain had just abated, leaving the rivers high. The sun had set and the moon was rising as a waning crescent.”

“You describe the mortal realm.”

“Yes, that is where our couplings happened.”

“And who is the father?”

My mother paused, biting her lip. “I cannot speak it, Orphia. Upon our parting, he made me swear an oath. That should I utter his name, even far below where the sun has never touched and he has never trod, he would hear it, and he would find me.”

“To reunite with you in love, or to kill you?”

Zenia was silent. “Once, he loved me. I was a secret that he kept, but our dalliance did not last, and our parting was not gentle.”

Orphia’s eyes, blue and sharp as sapphire hewn from rock, glittered as she continued to gaze into the mirror. More stars melted through the darkness. “Then confirm to me that he is a Skyward.”

“He is.”

Given the hints my mother had dropped about him—summer, oaths, the moon, an Underling enemy—Orphia inferred who my father was, even without his name spoken into the shadows.

“I suppose you do not have anything of his to—”

“I do,” Zenia said, procuring a lock of fiery red hair from the inner pocket of her cloak. “I cut it from him when he was sleeping, the last time we were together.”

Orphia smirked, pleased. “That will do.” She took the hair and dropped it into the mirror, where it vanished, leaving ripples behind on the starry obsidian.

There is unspoken power when it comes to hair, as odd as that might seem. To cut a lock from a sleeping god is a powerful move; my mother could have demanded anything of my father in exchange for those strands, because it would have shamed him to know she had been awake while he had slept. That he had been vulnerable in her presence. But rather than making a demand of him, Zenia had used it for my horoscope. To skirt around the name she would not utter.

Next, my mother pricked her finger and offered a bead of her blood.

From there, the goddesses waited, quiet and expectant, until a constellation smoldered, brighter than all the others, within the reflection of the night sky.

“Hmm.” Orphia tapped her long nails against the mirror’s gilded edge. Silver rings shaped as small bones gleamed on every knuckle of her fingers.

“What is it?” My mother leaned forward, even though she could not scry. “What do you see?”

“A constellation made of six points.”

Zenia was quiet, but her mind reeled as she sorted where I would fall in the divine courts. “Then she belongs to the Middle Court. And the lowest rung, at that.”

“You’re displeased?”

“No. I’m relieved. The lack of power should protect her.”

“Let us hope that it does,” said Orphia with a slight drawl, no doubt dwelling on the fact that my mother belonged to the High Court, and only because she had killed two other divines to gain more constellation points, rising through the ranks of prowess.

“And her magic?” Zenia insisted.

“The two of you have created a herald.”

“A herald?”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I—no, I am merely surprised.” My mother fell quiet, no doubt feeling the burn of poison on her tongue, how it would wrench the truth from her. But she was thinking of taxes and patience and peace, and all the other tedious powers I could have had. Herald seemed to fall close to those, and she picked at her nails. “What does a herald do?”

“Your daughter will be a messenger, carrying words and tidings and proclamations from one realm to the next.”

“One realm to the next?” Zenia’s displeasure was now evident. “I do not want Matilda moving through the realms. Not even the mortal one. She belongs here, below, with me and our clan. It will be safer for her.”

“There is safety in movement, if you truly fear for Matilda’s well-being,” Orphia countered. “And what you meant to say is this: you do not want your daughter to know her father’s kin, far above.”

“He does not even know that we made a child.”

“But he will, Zenia. When he sees her, he will know she is his, and his fury at you will only wax hotter.”

“When will he see her?” My mother flung out her sinister hand, exasperated. The moonstone ring on her thumb flashed in the firelight, as if concurring. “It will be many years until then, and—as with most gods—time and wine and consorts will dull his memory. She will be known as Matilda of Underling, and—”

“She cannot claim the clan’s name,” Orphia said with a sigh, “no more than she can claim the Skyward one.”

Zenia blinked, a flush creeping up her neck. “No, she must have a clan name. A home. Something to keep her tethered. Allies she can trust.”

Orphia was becoming weary of her present company and glanced back at the mirror. It was impossible to look upon the goddess of death without noting her beauty—her son Bade had inherited nothing of it—but she was comely in a way no other Underling was. Death was moonlight on a sword, an ocean eddy at high tide. Ephemeral and vicious and cold, like frost over iron.

Her expressions were ever shifting, heavily guarded. She only let you see what she wanted you to, but in that moment, a startled frown overtook her countenance. Her eyes flared wide and dark as new moons. Her hands became bone white as she clutched the mirror’s edge, as she bent her head down to study the constellations that continued to burn through the inky blackness.

“Orphia?” my mother said, her voice ringing with fear. I heard it and whimpered, but Zenia failed to notice. “Did you see something else?”

As soon as the moment had come, it was over.

The goddess of death straightened, her face placid, her fingers leaving the mirror’s edge.

“I thought I saw something out of place,” she said, walking to her loom. This was her way of politely dismissing visitors. Once she gazed upon the colorful threads, her attention would be snared by it. Her irritation or delight would heighten, depending on the pattern and the challenge.

“Another constellation?” Zenia asked, soft with hope. “One greater than herald?”

Orphia did not answer.

She picked up her shuttle, but instead of studying the wefts and the warps, she looked at me, still lying on the wool by the fire.

I quieted, for even I knew better than to challenge Death’s mood.

But Orphia had spoken truth that day.

Movement was destined to be my armor.

I was not fully an Underling, and nor was I a full-blooded Skyward. I was both, and this had never happened before.

I was Matilda alone.

Matilda of nowhere and no kin.

I would become the herald of the gods, much to my mother’s chagrin.

And the goddess of death had certainly seen something out of place within my stars.








II
A Salt Vow




MATILDA

I grew quickly, as a goddess must if she wants to survive.

My mother taught me early on that there were some divines who—despite the rare wonder of having a child in their midst—would have killed me to steal the six points of my constellation. They would have devoured my magic, however humble heralding first appeared to be, and made it their own, sending me to the eternal mists stripped of all dignity and power.

There is nothing more devastating to a god than to lose their power and immortality, for their name to be forgotten and blotted out in disgrace.

Because of this constant threat, my mother’s closest allies became my own.

Bade, god of war.

Phelyra, goddess of revelry and coin.

And Alva, goddess of dreams and nightmares.

I remember how often the four of them gathered in my mother’s burrow at her stone table, sharing wine as they discussed and advised and plotted by the fire. With twelve winters to my name, I listened as a cupbearer, although most of what they discussed was too intricate and obscure for me to fully grasp. They would tease me, ruffle my hair like affectionate kindred. After I had filled their cups with wine—alcohol and poisonous flowers were the only two things we wanted from mortal markets—Alva would secretly slip one of her small scrolls into my hand with a wink, and then the alliance would forget I was amongst them.

I was just a herald, and a god-child with soft skin.

But I swiftly learned that Bade was entangled in a war-weary dilemma, which he never spoke of when the allied group was present. He waited until Phelyra and Alva had departed, remaining behind to solicit my mother’s advice alone.

“She is a thorn in my side,” he confessed, raking a hand through his ash-brown hair. I had never heard such gloom in his voice, and I remained sprawled on my bed in the nearby alcove, Alva’s scroll of mortal dreams in my hands. I worried that if I moved, my mother would remember my presence, and send me away.

More than anything, I was curious to know who this thorn was.

“I assume she has outwitted the mortal king yet again,” said my mother with a sigh, refilling Bade’s cup with a dry summer wine. “Tell me her name. You have never mentioned it before.”

“Adria.” Bade all but spat it out. “They call her the Poet Queen. She came from nothing, from the muck and mire of mortal society. But she was so clever with her words, moving the illiterate as well as the stoniest of lords’ hearts by rewriting our myths, that they proclaimed her their sovereign to oust the king. She is garnering prayers, devotion, as if she is immortal. She is stealing supplicants from me, and my power grows weak because of it. This war will end if I fail to do something about her. She has prevailed in the last three battles. The king and his forces grow more disorganized and chaotic by the day.”

He tossed back the wine; it dribbled through his beard, dropping like gemstones onto his scarlet robes. My mother was silent, drumming her nails on the table. A sign of her scheming.

I had visited the mortal realm just a few times with Zenia and only with the intention for me to learn where the Underling doors hid. The secret thresholds that connected our world to the one of mankind, so one day I could come and go with ease. But this war between the Ousted King and the Poet Queen had been raging for years now. I had seen evidence of it in the burnt forests my mother and I had walked through, the razed harvest fields, the freshly churned graves, the crumbling castles, and the smoke that perpetually hung in the air.

The destruction seemed to stretch from one horizon to the next, leaving scars upon the earth, and I wondered how Bade, whom I loved like a father, could find pleasure in such devastation.

“Her being a poet is the problem,” Zenia stated, “more than her being a queen.”

Mortal poets, bards, and writers were often a problem for divines. Such humans were visited by Fate’s owls and granted insight into our legends, our myths, our lives. And how easily anyone with a quill and ink could rewrite our tales, shifting them to best suit their beliefs, whether they were truth or not.

“Then I should kill her,” Bade said.

“And create a martyr?” my mother countered.

“Her quill would be silenced, and her death could fan the flames of the war, drawing it out for a few more years.”

“Yes, but what remaining prayers that were once written in your name will then go to her. Death changes mortal hearts in ways that are difficult for us to fathom. This you should know, as you were reared by the matriarch herself.”

“Then what can be done?” Bade crossed his burly arms over his chest. The ruby in his right earlobe flashed, reminiscent of a teardrop of mortal blood. “The king will surrender to her soon. A long peace is imminent, for this queen is young by mortal reckoning. I will grow bored, sad, and idle.”

“And we cannot have that,” my mother said.

Bade’s frown deepened. “Are you mocking me?”

“No.”

“Then tell me, Zenia. Tell me what to do. You are winter as you are fire and cunning, and I need your advice.”

I watched from the corner of my eye as my mother rose. Her black dress shimmered as she moved; the net of moonstones sparkled like fallen stars against her dark, unbound hair. She walked to the hearth mantel and took hold of a dagger that hid behind the candlesticks.

“I have heard rumors about this Poet Queen,” my mother began. “She bestows golden circlets upon her council members, and those circlets are like crowns. They represent power and respect. They give voice and prestige to the ones who bear them, even if they are humble folk.”

“Yes, and what of them?” Bade was impatient. “What does this have to do with me?”

“You, my friend, need to earn one of those circlets.”

“She would never give one to a god. Those crowns are granted to people in her council whom she deems good and selfless and willing to die for her cause. And I am not good, or selfless. The last thing I would do is expire for a mortal woman, Zenia.”

“Are you so certain?”

The silence became thick, tense between them.

“Regardless, I think you should meet with this Adria,” Zenia continued. “Alone, in her war tent.”

“I thought you told me not to kill her.”

“Yes. You need to speak with her, face-to-face, and you must woo her.”

Bade’s shocked expression froze on his face, as if my mother had roused her winter magic and touched his shoulder, preserving him in ice. But then he laughed, a loud guffawing sound that was impossible to hear and not feel catch in your own chest. I had to press my lips together, but it wasn’t to swallow the mirth. It was to hold my own questions, my own wonders, which this conversation had churned up like an eclipse of moths.

“I have no desire to bed her,” Bade finally said, wiping tears from his eyes. “I have slept with enough mortal women. Ones that have been far more pleasing in looks than her.”

“This is not about bedding,” my mother replied, her cadence sharpening. “This is about you earning her love and trust, softening her heart. If you succeed, you will have the power and influence to direct her. You can sow discord amongst her advisors. You will be a distraction to her; you can fracture her court, which will lengthen the war considerably.”

Bade became solemn. But I was staring at them now, wide-eyed, no longer trying to conceal my eavesdropping. I watched his throat bob as he swallowed.

“Look at me, Zenia,” he whispered hoarsely. “I am ugly. I am scarred. I wield swords, not words. This queen is a poet. There is no chance of me earning her love in one night.”

“It will take longer than the span of one night,” Zenia replied, gentler. “You must be clever.”

“That has never been my strength.”

“Then be strategic.” My mother extended the dagger to him. “I can aid you the first few times you speak with her. I will let you borrow cunning from me, for the span of three days. With it, you will know what to say to this queen. After the sun sets on the third day, if you need to borrow more magic from me, you will have to return here, and receive the mark again.”

Bade reached out to accept the dagger. I had never seen a borrowing spell performed before. Most divines refused to grant them—we are such a selfish, suspicious lot—and I sat up a little higher on my bed. But he paused, watching the light dance across the steel.

“What must I pay in order to borrow?” he asked. “I imagine your price is steep, to be so generous with your magic.”

That was when my mother’s eyes met mine.

I flushed and looked down to the ledger of dreams, which I began to roll up in white-hot guilt. My mother did not know Alva lent me her scrolls, and Zenia called to me briskly.

“Matilda? Come here.”

I stood and hid the scroll beneath a blanket, my mouth going dry. But I walked to the table, feeling the firelight trickle across my arms. Its warmth caressed my face. Be brave, I thought, wrestling with the temptation to curve my shoulders inward, repentant.

Bade turned in the chair to look at me, brows arched until his forehead became a map of deep lines. He had forgotten my presence, tucked away at the periphery. His eyes—a shade of green that could rival the emeralds that grew in the darkest reaches of the under realm—brimmed with both affection for me and a hesitation that might have wounded me had I not already known that he was not my father.

“Zenia?” Bade said, glancing between us.

“You will make a salt vow to my daughter,” she said. “You will be her loyal ally, and will never betray her, even if you and I should become enemies. Even if it costs you your very life, you will aid her whenever she is in peril, in need. You will teach her how to fight and defend herself.”

Bade was quiet, but his jaw flexed, as if he were grinding his teeth.

“This is much to ask,” he said after a long moment, pinning my mother with a fiery stare.

“Is it?”

Bade heaved a sigh, turning his gaze to me. At once, the flames dimmed within him as he held out one of his hands. I took it, tentatively. I could not explain the lump in my throat, or why my eyes stung with tears. But there seemed to be a bruise within me, staining my ribs violet with each breath.

I longed for a father, even though I existed in a realm where fathers often killed their daughters and daughters their fathers, all to steal magic. But I wished that it had been Bade, even with his warmongering ways. I wished that he had not hesitated when it came to my mother’s price.

I wanted someone to claim me.

“The truth is, Matilda,” he began, “this will be a difficult vow for me to uphold. You are young; we do not know whom you will become yet. What if you grow up to despise me? Would you still desire me as an ally? What if you become a goddess who yearns for peace and strives for it? How could I make a good ally to you then, hmm?”

“I understand,” I said, although my voice was muffled. It felt like I was speaking through a strip of cloth. “I would not want you to make a difficult vow.”

That was another thing my mother had taught me, alongside the location of Underling doors. That vows were binding. Never to offer or accept one unless I was certain it was not a snare. Wedding vows often fell prey to such danger.

Bade squeezed my hand; it was part comfort, part apology as he looked at my mother again. “She is too soft for this,” he said.

“Then make her like iron.” Zenia’s impatience clipped the words. “She will not have the long, languid childhood most of us did. She must grow up quickly.”

Bade returned his attention to me. “Is this what you want?”

I nodded, even though I was not certain what I wanted yet, and what this hardship would comprise. But then I thought, If I am strong, then I will no longer live afraid of being slain, my magic stolen. I can move through the realms, fearless. I can visit the Skyward halls, where my father dwells.

I would never have confessed this to my mother, but she was right about two things: I needed an ally of my own, and I could not afford to be soft.

“Very well,” Bade said, surrendering. He loosened his hold on my hand. “Bring me some parchment, an inkpot, and a quill.”

I rushed to do his bidding, hurrying to the shelves hewn into the wall above my bed. By the time I delivered the materials, my mother had cleared the table, and I set everything down before Bade, curious to see what came next.

“I will write my vow twice,” he explained, dipping the quill into the ink. “I will utter it, and then I will eat one, and you will eat the other.”

“Like a prayer?” I said.

“Yes, only it will not be as sweet, or so bitter. You would not believe how terrible some prayers taste.”

“Then what will this vow taste like?”

Bade began to write, then paused. “You will have to wait and see.”

I did just that, watching as he wrote his vow on the scraps of parchment. His handwriting was nearly illegible, riddled with ink blots that drew curses from him, but when I squinted, I could make out the words.

“Here, this is yours,” he said gruffly.

I took the parchment by the edge.

Mortals who worshipped Underlings wrote their prayers and buried them in the soil. Those inked prayers then found their way to us below, as if following the gnarled roots of a tree down into the darkness. The folded parchment would then bloom through the cracks in our burrows or fissures in the hall, or beside the vines that grew along corridor ceilings. I had watched my mother eat prayers before—she was a divine who attracted supplicants like a bowl of honey does flies—and her prayers always arrived through the crack beside the hearth. There were two prayers waiting there now, which she was in no hurry to devour and answer.

“As I recite, you need to follow along on your scrap,” Bade explained. “This is to ensure I do not speak false to trick you. That I utter the vow in entirety.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“‘I, Bade of Underling, god of war, swear a salt vow to Matilda, the herald of the gods. I will be her loyal ally and will never betray her. I will aid her whenever she is in peril or in need. I will instruct her on how to fight and defend herself, until she becomes like iron. Should I break this vow, she has the right to end my immortality, and my name will be disgraced.’”

He spoke the vow word for word.

When he ate his scrap of parchment, I ate mine, and the vow tasted like the brine of the sea. Like a night laden with tears. Like drops of sweat provoked by a merciless midday sun.

I scrunched my nose as the parchment melted on my tongue. Other than a slight shiver, I felt no different than I had before the vow. I tucked a wily thread of hair behind my ear, blushing with disappointment.

Bade must have read my face. He gave a wry snort and said, “I warned you it would not be sweet.”

The vow had been swallowed, and at last my mother was satisfied.

She took the dagger by its bone hilt, and I watched as she cut her palm. Ichor, thick and brilliant as molten gold, welled across her skin. Unhurried, she dipped her finger into the blood, waiting for Bade to stretch out his own hand.

She drew nine points upon his broad palm, then connected them with lines. It was the constellation for cunning, magic she had stolen by killing a fellow divine whose name was no longer spoken, whose immortality had been snuffed out like candleflame.

Bade stared down at the drawn constellation as the blood dried. He curled his fingers inward, concealing the shimmer of gold as he bowed his head to my mother.

“The mark will last for three days,” Zenia said. The wound in her palm was knitting itself together—I knew it would not leave even a trace of a scar behind—and she set her dagger near the hot embers of the fire. “But do not let the Poet Queen see it upon your palm, or she will know you are wielding enchantment.”

The borrowing spell was complete.

Bade stood to leave but paused on the threshold to speak to me.

“Three days, Matilda,” he said. “I’ll return then. Be ready for me to train you.”

“I will,” I said, my heart quickening, eager for the challenge. I waited for the door to latch behind him before I turned to Zenia. “Why is it called a salt vow?”

She took her time answering, stoking the fire wordlessly with her magic. Coppery light crept to the corners of the chamber, and the spiders winked from their gossamer, high above. Within one of the webs, a moth had been caught, and her wings were furiously pulling against her doom.

“It is called such,” my mother said, “because it demands effort, and often great sacrifice.”



That night, when my mother went to court, I curled up beside the fire and finished reading the scroll Alva had slipped to me earlier.

It was one of her many ledgers of mortal dreams, and they encompassed everything I could have ever imagined. Dreams that were ridiculous, humorous, peaceful, terrifying. For Alva used her magic to visit mortals in their sleep, watching what unfolded in their minds. Later, she wrote down the sequences in vivid detail.

It was our secret, I thought, luminous. Not even my mother was privy to the dreams, and this is when I began to see Alva as my ally, even without a salt vow.

Within that particular scroll were many dreams and many nightmares, but there was one that I read again and again as the fire began to burn low.

There was a boy with hair black as a raven’s wing, his eyes gray as the winter sea. He was tall and lean for his age. He was made of sharp angles, hollow cheeks, and tenderhearted sorrow, as if he were hungry and anxious but had grown despite the hardship, like a weed emerging through cracked limestone. He had survived on the leather-bound books in his strange, circular room and the sunlight that was so generous in the mortal realm.

Suddenly, the walls dissipated into smoke around him, and he was standing in a courtyard, although the edges of the dream were blurred.

“Wait!” he shouted, chasing after two men on horseback. “Finnian? Marcher, wait, let me come with you! I want to fight for the Poet Queen.”

But when he reached for the hilt at his side, the scabbard was empty. When he glanced down, his feet were bare and bleeding. His clothes were tattered rags, and he shivered, vulnerable.

One of the men on horseback—he was young and broad with tawny hair and eyes like tarnished gold—glanced back with a laugh.

“You are too young, Vincent. Wait here. We will return soon.”

Vincent did not wait.

He chased after the horses until he was ankle-deep in a river. The water was a cold shock. The currents tugged at him like persistent hands, dragging him down to his knees, climbing up to his jaw.

“Don’t leave me!” he screamed, but his voice was gone.

Water filled his mouth, withered his lungs.

He was drowning. He tried to scream again but Finnian and Marcher never looked back, never saw him struggle, and he was sinking like a millstone …

Alva’s record ended there.

He must have woken from his nightmare.

Vincent, I thought, tasting his name in my mind.

I set the scroll aside, but the dream had chilled me. I do not know if it was Vincent’s desperation upon being left behind, the mention of the Poet Queen, or the sensation of drowning.

But I thought of Bade and the nine points drawn in gold upon his palm. With my eyes closed, I traced the constellation for cunning on my own hand, the stars intricate, shaped as an arrow strung tight on an archer’s bow. I thought of the salt vow he had given me, and how it had tasted like tears. I thought about the Poet Queen he had gone to deceive and woo, and I wondered what it would feel like to have a thorn in my side.

“Vincent,” I whispered to the fire.








III
Fault Line Doubts




MATILDA

My magic, which I had been waiting to feel surge through me, remained dormant. It lurked like a skeleton, hiding beneath my skin, marrow brimming with untapped power. But my herald-cast stars remained something that I could not command. It was a mystery, and its elusiveness soon worried me.

As a goddess who belonged to the Middle Court—and perched upon its lowest rung at that—I knew I would be nothing like my mother, or Bade, or Phelyra, or Alva, all of whom were members of the High Court. Either their birth constellations had been intricate and studded with points or they had acquired more power and prestige by slaying, and there was no desire within me to steal.

But I was convinced that the training Bade had promised me by salt vow would coax my magic to the forefront.

In this, I was as right as I was wrong.



Those three days of Bade’s absence passed, long as years.

Zenia had set out a woolen tunic for me to wear, as well as sandals with leather straps that crosshatched up to my knees, and a belt made from frozen cobweb. She pierced my earlobes with three small moonstones, and the brief throe of pain made me feel like I had cracked the shell of my childhood, ready to step out of it. With brisk fingers, my mother braided my auburn hair until it hung down my back, thick as rope.

“Do you think Bade will have a circlet from the Poet Queen?” I asked.

“I suppose we shall soon see,” Zenia replied, but she did not sound hopeful.

I greeted Bade with a smile when he arrived.

He merely stood on the threshold, a tempestuous expression skewing his face, like he had smelled something foul. No golden circlet graced his brow. My heart lurched; I thought he was still loath to train me until he looked at my mother.

“We will talk later,” he said to her, half a growl. And then, softer, to me, “Come, Matilda.”

I chased after him through the fog that swirled in the passages. This is how we measure time below, since we have no other way to see the sky, save for Orphia’s scrying mirror. When the corridor’s fog rests at low tide, nipping at our ankles, we know that it is night in the mortal realm. As the fog rises, dawn is approaching, until it reaches high tide at noon, and the fog laps, cool as mist, at our shoulders. This is why most Underlings are nocturnal, attending court and hosting revelries and carrying out tasks during mortal night, because the fog’s tide is low. We rest when it is high.

I was thankful that the fog was ankle-deep in that moment, or I would have lost Bade as he led me through a maze of passages I had never ventured into before, down curling stairwells lit by torches, and beneath arches crusted with gemstones. The air turned bitterly cold, and then blissfully warm as we followed the distant clink of metallic pounding.

When we came to a halt, I was panting, intrigued to see that we had arrived at a forge.

“Leave us, Hem,” Bade said to the mortal who was pumping the bellows.

Hem, pale and silver-headed and nearly as tall as a god, ceased his work and bowed, departing through a side door. I watched him go, blinking in surprise. I had seen plenty of mortals in the hall when the three courts gathered. Their presence in the under realm was not uncommon. They served our wine and food. They sometimes danced and joined our revelries and provided entertainment, but I had never seen them labor behind closed doors.

It was a startling reminder to me that humans were beholden to us when they were in our realm. Some of them chose to dwell in our courts eternally after death, their souls forgoing the risk and judgment of the afterlife’s mists. But others were vibrantly alive when they left the mortal realm for ours, serving us through vows that were everlasting unless we desired to break them.

“You have a vassal?” I asked, the words emerging like an accusation.

Brave, indeed, for me to pose such a question to the god of war, who had clearly endured a rough three days in the mortal realm.

Bade paused. He had been on his way to the wall of weapons, where swords, morning stars, axes, spears, and daggers were displayed on iron hooks. One sword caught my attention above the others: It had a golden hilt set with a ruby, and a long blade made of glittering obsidian. It was beautiful.

With a scowl, Bade stepped into my gaze, our eyes meeting. The flames from the forge cast his pale face into bronze, illuminating every haggard scar.

“That is a mortal question, Matilda. And one I would not expect of you.”

I laced my fingers behind my back, my own indignation stirring. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you have a vassal?”

“Because I wanted one. There. Is that sufficient?”

“Is he alive?”

“Did he look like a shade to you?”

“No.” I paused, knowing dead mortals in the under realm had a soft translucence around them. But I was still learning how to discern such things by sight alone. I also had more to say. “What does Hem do for you?”

“He is a blacksmith. All of this”—Bade indicated the wall of weapons once more—“is his creation. There is no one who can equal his skill. Not even a god. And when I desire enchanted weapons, I commission him to make them.”

My gaze coasted over the steel and iron, unable to see their value until I looked at the obsidian sword again. “Does he ever leave? Does he have kin that he—”

“He has no kindred, and yes, he sometimes ventures through the mortal realm with me,” Bade interrupted. “He came below willingly and thrives here. But even if I had forced him to serve me, it would have been within my right as a god.”

Thoughts darted through me like minnows. A wrinkle formed between my brows, and I was opening my mouth to ask another question when Bade held up his palm, silencing me.

“You are thinking in a mortal vein,” he said, shaking his head in disappointment. “Where is this coming from? Surely not your mother.”

A mortal vein? I pulled my lower lip between my teeth, surprised when I imagined a haggard boy with raven hair. When I remembered how cold and hungry and desperate he had been, chasing after men who I assumed were his older brothers.

The claw of terror, scoring his chest as he had drowned.

Vincent.

I thought it must have been Alva’s mortal dreams, which I enjoyed reading and did not want to surrender.

“I was only curious,” I replied, nonchalant. “My mother has no vassals.”

“Well, you need to cast off such weak thinking.”

“Asking questions about mortals is a weakness?”

“Feeling for them is,” he corrected.

I forced myself to fall silent, watching as he procured a shield from a rack. But I heard him mutter beneath his breath—“forge help me”—as he returned, sword in one hand, wooden buckler in the other.

“Do you want to be feared or loved?” he asked.

I was caught off guard and hesitated before replying, “Feared.”

“You do not sound convincing.”

“I want to be feared,” I said, baring my teeth.

“Good.” Bade stared at me for a long moment. “Do you want to be forgotten, your name blotted out in disgrace by gods and mortals alike, or do you want to be remembered?”

“I want to be remembered.”

“Then you must desire to become strong and formidable above all else. Your magic and immortality should be two things no other divine dares to steal from you. Now take the shield. Once you feel confident with it, we will move on to weapons.”

I accepted the buckler, shocked by its weight. It nearly dragged me to the floor, and my thin arm went taut as I slipped my hand through the leather loops, bringing the shield up before me in what I hoped was a valiant effort.

“Hold it up, steady. Yes, there.” Bade shifted the shield slightly, so that its crest blocked my mouth, and its lower edge protected my rib cage.

“This feels strange,” I confessed.

“Since we were speaking of weak points,” he said, glossing over my statement, “there are two places you must physically defend, but only one can end your immortality. Your mind or your heart. The one that becomes your fault line depends on you. Whether you succumb to it will be due to how well your enemy knows you, and if they strike correctly.” Bade tapped the shield right over my neck, then again over my heart. The wood shuddered in response. I was trembling, struggling to hold it upright. “Which do you think is your weaker one, Matilda? Your mind, or your heart?”

I wanted to say mind, because it seemed like the less embarrassing of the two. But the word snagged in my throat.

I swallowed it down, where it smoldered like an ember in my chest, and replied, “My heart.”

“Hmm.” A long rumble, like thunder, but it sounded like he was agreeing. “And which do you think is mine?”

“Your mind.”

“Are you so certain?”

“Yes. You are the god of war.”

“And there is no heart in conflict? No feeling, no emotion?”

His queries muddled my convictions. I frowned, uncertain.

“If you are plotting to kill me and steal my magic,” he continued, “you had better know which one is my weakness, because you will only get the advantage of a surprise attack once. Now, ready your shield, and defend yourself from me.”

He swung the sword, and even knowing that it was coming, I was not prepared.

I lurched back, lost my balance, and hit the flagstones with a jar. The shield bruised my shins, but I kept it from slipping off my arm, huddling beneath it.

“Stand,” Bade said, offering me his hand. “Try again.”

I let him draw me up, and he swung his sword. This time, I defended myself, but he shook his head.

“You are only guarding your heart.”

“But that is the fault line,” I argued.

“Yes, and if that is all you are protecting, then I know it is your weakness. Guard both. Your throat, your chest. Make me wonder, make me doubt. Hold the shield higher. Higher, Matilda.”

I tried, but holding the shield up to the line of my lips wearied me, and Bade, while keeping his cuts gentle and easy, was relentless. Soon, the air no longer smelled like the hot iron and smoke of the forge, but sweet as ripe fruit, crushed underfoot.

I glanced down.

The skin of my knees had torn from my frequent falls. My shins were scraped. My ichor ran in slow, incandescent streams along my calves, staining my sandals. Golden footprints graced the stone floor.

“Are you done, then?” Bade said. “Is that all you have?”

I curled my right hand into a fist. My nails, which were long, pointed, and a faint shade of blue, pressed into my slick palm.

If there had been any doubt as to my fault line, there was none now. In a fit of emotion, I threw the shield down at his feet. My skin was hot, glistening. My eyes burned like fire as I turned and sprinted to the corridor, into fog that was waist-high.

Hours must have passed, then, for the tide to have risen so much. Hours of me struggling, flailing, and believing myself weak beneath a shield.

Bade shouted my name. Once, twice. First, he sounded amused, but then his voice became like the pound of a drum, chasing after me with concern.

I ran from him, up the winding stairwells. I ran beneath gemstone archways, following the trail of rubies that soon gave way to peridot. The jewels never lied, never shifted. Even when harvested from the earth, they would regrow, like shed milk teeth. They marked set boundaries within the Underling clan, and while I ran through passageways that were unfamiliar, I knew the map of stones. Peridot was a westward jewel, and it would branch off into topaz, a northwestern one, and then topaz into moonstone, which marked my home in the northern reaches of the realm.

I realized, with a billow of euphoria, that I had never been alone in the corridors before.

This freedom was like wine, intoxicating, and a wisp of laughter escaped me when I reached the door to my mother’s burrow. The moonstones in the lintel greeted me with a slight glow, as if pleased to see me. The enchanted lock knew my hand when I touched the iron handle, the door unbolting with a whisper.

I flew into the firelit chamber only to come to a sliding halt.

My mother was not alone.








IV
That Which Is Forbidden




MATILDA

My mother sat at the table by the hearth, directly across from Phelyra. Between them was a spread of strange coins, as well as something odd. It was oblong and iridescent, half the size of my palm.

My heart suspended in my chest.

This thing did not belong here in our burrow.

I took another step closer, unable to look away from its bold glimmer, even as Zenia rose from her chair.

My breath went shallow when I realized it was a scale from one of Dacre’s eithrals. I had never seen a stray one like this, plucked clean. The wyverns were dangerous, temperamental beasts that lived in the lowest, most volatile level of the realm. Sometimes, I could feel their roar through the stone floor, and sometimes I could catch the faint taste of their rot in the passages. But I had only seen a clutch of them once, and it had, ironically, not been below but when Zenia and I were walking the mortal realm.

The eithrals had turned a warm, verdant spring day into a bleak, cold winter. Their wings had veiled the midday sun. They had created a gale that stung with decay.

In the distance, a village bell had started to toll, a warning sound that had made me shiver more than the chill of the wyverns, because a bell amongst mortals meant imminent death. I watched, awestruck, as the eithrals cut through the clouds, swooping low as they hunted for prey.

Come, my mother had said, taking my hand and drawing me to the cover of a nearby copse. Do not let them see you. They are attracted to movement.

Dacre—the lord of our clan—occasionally set his eithrals, which he dubbed his “pets,” loose in the mortal realm to feed and cause terror and disaster for both humans and Skywards.

I suppose it is a good time for me to note that Alva also happens to be Dacre’s half sister.

Before I could ask about the scale, Phelyra had covered it with her hand.

“Matilda?” Zenia came between me and the table, blocking my view. “Where is Bade?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, distracted by the eithral scale. By the chime of coins as Phelyra raked them into a velvet bag, as if keen to hide them before Bade arrived. They did not look like the gold, silver, and copper ones we minted in the under realm. Instead, they were blue as the sky, dark as midnight, and radiant like starlight, captured and pressed into coins.

“You are supposed to be with him, at his side, when you leave the burrow’s door.” My mother’s displeasure was crisp like a tart apple. “You are never to be alone.”

My gaze drifted from Phelyra’s fervid activity back to Zenia.

“How am I to find my magic if you are always suffocating it?” I asked, just as sharply.

My mother struck me with her hand.

She had never hit me before; the surprise of it stung more than the contact.

I stumbled, but only because I was weary from bearing the shield. As my cheek flushed a mottled gold, I looked up at her. My mother’s own shock and remorse flickered across her countenance before she went cold again. I was weak, as she feared. I could not even hold my ground against the brunt of her palm.

I want to be feared, not loved.

“Go and clean up,” she said, turning back to Phelyra. “I do not want blood on the floor.”

I had forgotten about my knees, which had finally scabbed over.

I curled my tongue, imagining all the words I wanted to say but was not brave enough to utter. Obedient, I strode past the table and hearth.

The back half of the burrow was dimly lit, the air cool and fragrant from Zenia’s collection of bottled perfumes, dripping with myrrh, honey, and rosewater. The shadows were long and blue, the walls laced with veins of gold, and small white flowers bloomed from vines that crept across the domed ceiling. This was where my mother occasionally slept in a round feather bed, where we stored our raiment as well as our coffers of jewels and gold. Well-worn steps at the very back of the room led down to the trickle of a rill, creating a private bathing pool.

As I sat on the top step and untethered my sandals, I could hear the whispered exchange between my mother and Phelyra.

“Where is it?”

“Safe,” Phelyra answered. “But she saw it.”

“Yes. I will speak to her,” Zenia replied a breath before Bade arrived.

“Is she here?” he asked, his voice an unrecognizable rasp. I was expecting his fury to rattle the walls, even though I had only seen him lose control of his anger once. For all his renowned temper and bloodlust, he rarely let me see it.

“Yes,” Zenia drawled. “What happened to your duty to protect her? She is too young to be alone outside the burrow.”

“She is,” he panted, “very swift.”

“Swift?”

“Yes, as I said. Although why should we be surprised? Matilda is a herald. I would like to see her run in the open, unhindered by the turns and narrowness of our passages. I think one day she could even outpace Shale and all his celerity.”

“My daughter will not be racing the god of the wind, and a Skyward at that.”

There was a pause, as if Bade had just taken note of Phelyra’s presence. His obtuseness made me grimace as I rinsed cold water over my scabs, washing away the dried ichor on my legs.

“Phelyra,” he said, and there. A hint of suspicion in his voice, despite their long-standing allyship.

“Bade,” she returned. “I assume you wish to speak with Zenia alone?”

“No.” A snap of a word. “Why would you think that?”

“You often linger behind after our meetings.”

“Do I? Ha. I did not realize you watched my comings and goings, Phel.”

“Enough, you two,” my mother interjected. “Phelyra? I know you have been summoned to a private court. I would not want you to be late.”

“No, indeed. Thank you for the wine, and the conversation, Zenia.”

I could hear a chair scrape the floor as Phelyra stood. I held my breath and rose, stealing closer to the door that was cracked open, where the three of them stood just beyond, out of my sight.

Inwardly, I begged Bade to take note of the tension in the room. Surely, he must see the bulky coin purse Phelyra was concealing. Could he not hear the clinks every time she moved? Underling coins did not make such sound, which meant Phelyra held forbidden Skyward currency.

But the truth is this: Phelyra had been born the goddess of revelry, an eight-point constellation. She had been a member of the Middle Court until she killed to gain the power of coin, ascending to the High Court. And one of the more peculiar powers that complements her magic of coin is that she can create pockets from anything.

I had no doubt in that moment that she had concealed the purse of strange coins in a secret pocket she had made in her robes, alongside the eithral scale. There would be no way for Bade to see the bulk or hear the coins clink, and Phelyra left without another word.

I wondered if my mother would mention it to him now that they were alone, save for my skulking presence in the adjacent chamber.

But Zenia only sighed, and asked, “How was your time with the mortal queen?”

“Horrid,” Bade said. “She wants nothing to do with me.”

“You should visit her again.”

“I offered her my favor, my power, my wisdom. I asked for a seat on her council, but she said that she does not need me.”

“I told you to woo her, not force your way on to her council.”

“And how—?”

Bade cut himself off, like he had been motioned to stop speaking.

A moment later, my mother called, “Matilda? Join us.”

I stepped into the room, reluctant. But I saw that Bade had brought my shield with him, which he extended to me as an offering.

“This belongs to you now,” he said. “Carry it on your back when you walk through the passageways. Let it guard your heart when you sleep. Bear it from room to room, even when you are tending the simplest of tasks. You will only grow stronger, more familiar with it as time passes. Soon, the shield will feel like it is a part of you.”

“Does this mean our training has ended?” I asked, my throat narrow as I accepted the shield.

“No. I will be gone these next five days.” Bade paused, his gaze dropping to my cheek, which still smarted from my mother’s hand. “But when I return, we will resume our lessons.”

I nodded. An apology was on the tip of my tongue for abandoning the first lecture, but I could not humble myself enough to say it. Divines rarely admit to being in the wrong due to the vulnerability it creates, and Bade did not wait for me to offer one.

He left without another word. He did not ask to borrow my mother’s cunning magic again, which meant he was returning to the Poet Queen in his own strength, wielding his own bloodstained magic.

He would speak his own words to her this time.



“Phelyra and I are creating something for you,” my mother said later that day, during resting hours. I was sitting before her on her bed, Bade’s shield at my side, chin propped upon my still-tender knees as she sorted the tangles from my hair with an antler comb. “A gift. We want it to be a surprise.”

I knew this was not a true gift but a way to placate me from speaking about what I had seen earlier.

“Does this gift require an eithral scale?” I said, surprised by how sarcasm dripped off my words. “And coins from the realm above?”

My mother’s hand froze, the comb snagging deep in my hair.

“You recognized the scale,” she breathed. “I was not sure if you would.”

“Of course I did. How did Phelyra come by it? Did she pluck it off an eithral herself? Surely Dacre will be very upset if he—”

Zenia took hold of my shoulder, firm enough that I felt her nails press crescents into my skin. She spun me toward her, her brown eyes wide, imploring.

“Yes,” she whispered, as if the walls had ears. “You might have thought it strange to see Phelyra hide everything from Bade, but if he knew of it … Bade would tell Alva, and Alva would tell her brother. Do you understand what I am saying to you, Matilda?”

I swallowed. I thought I understood then, and while I knew parts, I could not see the whole of it yet.

“Yes,” I murmured, even as doubt sawed through me like a sword.

“Then you must not speak a word of it to Bade. Or Alva.” My mother turned my head and resumed her brushing with harder strokes. I winced as the comb snagged on a tangle. “Promise me.”

“I promise.” I was quick to reassure her, if only to soften her hand. “But may I ask why? Why have the scale, if it is so dangerous? Why have the Skyward coins, if they are forbidden here?”

My mother paused.

She set the comb aside and then pressed something smooth and cool into my palm. One of the Skyward coins, and how my heart swelled to hold it up to the light.

It was not heavy and solid like Underling money was, and I studied it intimately, surprised to see the blue within its circle, and clouds that drifted, like the coin was a living entity, or a mirror of the mortal sky.

“Come with me,” my mother said with a hint of excitement. “I want to show you something.”

I followed her to the main hearth. The flames had been low, but when they sensed her presence, they rose, dancing for her. All fire answered to her, as she was the goddess of it.

Zenia took a second Skyward coin from the small purse of frozen cobwebs she kept belted at her waist. I leaned closer to study the money. This one was dark as night, with a half-moon glowing upon its face. Another glimpse of the sky, immortalized as a coin.

Before I could say anything, my mother flicked it into the fire.

“Mother,” I cried, flinching. I dropped, my knees hitting the hearthstone with a crack, and I reached out my hand, desperate to snatch the coin from the flames.

Zenia held me back.

“No,” she said. “Listen, daughter.”

I paused, stricken. But as the midnight coin began to melt, it released an ephemeral sound. At the time, I did not know how to describe it, but it was a long exhale of music. A trio of flutes, woven together by the notes of a harp.

The sound was exquisite. And now that I had heard such splendor, I could not forget it. The way it had filled me like the darkest of wines, the brightest of moons.

This was magic that I could not cast but could still feel in my body, in my soul.

And I desired more of it.

I could not move. I could not breathe as I listened, but once the coin had fully melted, the sound became smoke, dancing up the chimney.

“What was that?” I asked.

My mother merely nodded at the Skyward coin I still held, gripped in my fist. The shade of the midday sky wreathed in fluffy white clouds.

I gave it to the fire, conflicted, and listened to another snippet of music. One that stole my breath. One that filled me with such delight that I felt bereft when it vanished into smoke.

For a while, my mother and I took turns tossing coins to the fire, inhaling the music the melting coins gave to us. We felt sorrow, triumph, anguish, pride, all inspired by the sounds the coins held. We did not have such beauty in the under realm. We had our drums, which beat like a second heart in our chests when we heard them, dictating our dances, but we did not have the collective emotion that the Skyward flutes, lyres, auloi, kitharas, cymbals, and harps possessed.

The goddess of music is a Skyward, and her name is Enva.

By the time my mother’s purse of coins was empty, we were both heavy, satiated by the snippets of music. It was Zenia’s way of apologizing for hitting me earlier, and I rested my head on her shoulder, watching the flames.

“I still do not understand why you had these coins,” I said, my voice low, dreamlike. “Can we get more?”

“The Skywards pay a great amount for an eithral scale,” Zenia replied. “Far more than they do for our gemstones, our marble, our obsidian.”

We could trade such goods for Skyward nectar from the clouds, garments spun from wind, and honey from their apiaries. These exchanges were acceptable, even amongst enemies. But she was speaking of the things we traded in the dark, in secret. The things that were forbidden.

Her candor only emboldened me. She was seeing me as an ally, and not a god-child.

“And how difficult is it to come by a scale? Did Phelyra truly steal one from an eithral while it slept?”

“No.” My mother caressed my hair, but her eyes were trained on the fire. “She found one, in the lowest reach of the realm, where the eithrals are kept. The scale was loose, lying abandoned on the ground, and she took it. Occasionally, they fall free from the beasts, after Dacre wounds them.”

“Dacre wounds them?” I echoed, my stomach twisting.

“Yes. How else could he control them? When they begin to diverge from his wishes, he gives them a mortal blow, and then heals them. The beasts are compliant afterward. He does the same with his pack of hounds.”

I was respectful of the wolflike hounds, who lived in dens scattered throughout the realm, as I was of the eithrals, which meant I rarely encountered them on my own. But imagining such extraordinary creatures being wounded, just to keep them subordinate, filled my mouth with ash.

“That is sad,” I whispered.

“Do not waste emotion on such beasts, Matilda.”

I accepted the rebuke but picked at one of my fingernails.

“Why do the Skywards want an eithral’s scale?” I eventually asked. “What do they do with them?”

“To possess one equates to power.”

That revelation sobered me, as if Zenia had splashed ice-cold water in my face.

“Power? In what way?”

“An eithral scale can cut through anything. Even the mind, the heart of a god. To harbor a single scale instills fear, even amongst Skywards.”

“Why are we giving the Skywards such power?” I asked. “They despise us.”

“The scales are few and far between. They do not make their way into any Skyward hand but only a select few, if that is what you are worried about. But also because we possess hearts, as much as we try to ignore them, and a heart always wants what it cannot have,” Zenia responded. “What would you give to hear such music again, Matilda? To feel such magic stir in your blood?”

I bit the inside of my cheek until I felt a throb of pain.

And I realized that I would surrender just about anything to hear that fleeting music once more.



The Skyward harp was still echoing in my memory hours later as I read Alva’s dream scroll. She had delivered it to me with such a strange smile, a knowing gleam in her eye that I did not understand until I opened the scroll and read the first dream, freshly inked.

It was another one of Vincent’s.

He dreamt of the river again, and this time, he also dreamt of me.








V
The Thorn in Your Side




MATILDA

He was drowning, sinking to the cold, dark heart of the river, until I took his hand.

I saw myself through his eyes. My auburn hair flowed around me like threads of silk. My white dress billowed around my legs as I kicked against the currents. The golden bracelets on my arms clinked; the moonstones that pierced my ears winked in the dim light. My hand was strong, confident, as I held on to his, refusing to let him go.

His terror diminished as if I had just tamped down hot coals, turning fear into smoke.

“Don’t leave me,” he whispered.

I pulled him upward.

We broke the surface together with a gasp.

The dream ended.

I closed the scroll, trembling. But I felt heavy, as if my clothes and hair were still drenched from the river. My eyes stung, as if I had opened them underwater. My heart was pounding in my throat.

I had never seen this mortal boy before. I had only read his dreams, and yet he knew of me. Somehow, he had seen me, and I had slipped into a dream of his, unknowingly.

I waited until my mother took her resting hours, and then I buckled Bade’s shield to my back and left our burrow. I ran through the shadows and firelight of the corridors to Alva’s door, and there I hesitated, anxious to knock.

She must have sensed my presence.

The door swung open, and she gazed down at me, blue eyes alight with amusement. Her face was sharply beautiful, hewn from high cheekbones and framed by spools of golden hair. Her lips were full and painted black, her cheeks dimpled, her skin white as alabaster. She wore a red gown, clasped at her shoulders with silver brooches, and she smelled like mulled wine and charred wood. I noticed there was a quill in her ink-stained fingers, as if I had interrupted her writing.

“Does your mother know you are here, Matilda?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Then come in. She will not like you lingering in the corridors.”

This was my first time visiting Alva’s burrow. I stepped over the threshold, taking in the wide chamber. There were endless shelves laden with scrolls, mismatched furniture, a marble hearth, a mantel lined with colorful wine bottles, and eldritch tapestries on the walls. But my attention fixated on her desk, where she had been writing in a new scroll.

“Why did he dream of me?” I said, unable to hold the question any longer. “I have never seen him before.”

“Who?” Alva asked.

“Vincent.”

“Ah. The gray-eyed mortal boy who often dreams of drowning. Come, sit down, child.”

I did not feel like sitting. I felt like pacing, like burning, but I let her guide me to a chair. I shifted Bade’s shield to rest against my legs, in case I needed it.

“To answer your question,” Alva began, pouring herself a glass of wine, “I do not know.”

Her reply frustrated me. It must have shown on my face, because she chuckled.

“Do not despair, Matilda. I have a theory.”

“What is this theory, then?”

She took a long sip, enjoying my impatience. “Do you know what dreams are?”

“They are something the mind creates,” I said. “Silly fancies, is what my mother calls them.”

“To some, yes. But they are also a glimpse into the soul.”

I frowned. “That does not answer why this strange boy is dreaming of me when he and I have never met.”

“Maybe when you read his first dream, a connection was forged between you two. Perhaps you left an impression upon him.”

“But how? By the time I read that first dream of his in your scroll, it was just ink. The night he dreamt it had long passed.”

“The soul does not follow time as we do. It does not move the same way.”

I mulled over that notion, trying to understand what she was implying to me.

“Does the soul move through the past? Through the future?” I eventually asked, stifling a shiver.

Alva smiled. “So I have heard it said by Orphia.”

“Orphia?”

“Yes. Death is well acquainted with souls. She gathers them when they are at their most desperate, their most bare. If you have further questions about it, perhaps you should go to her.”

The last divine I wanted to approach about this was the matriarch.

“And if it bothers you—this boy dreaming of you—then you can return the scroll. I can cease lending them to you.”

“No,” I said quickly. “I like to read them. They are teaching me things about the mortal world.”

“Very well.” Alva grinned as if she knew something I did not, exposing a row of wine-stained teeth. “But take care, Matilda.”

It was a dismissal, and I gathered my shield, wincing beneath its weight.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Do not let the dreams make you too soft,” she said. “Guard your own soul, child.”



The sennights steadily passed, one blending into the next. And Vincent continued to dream of me.

I read them after Alva wrote them down, intrigued to see myself in his mortal world. Slowly, his nightmares of drowning ceased, and we climbed trees instead. We sat beside each other in his fortress hall and challenged each other to throw pebbles into his older brothers’ cups. We rode ponies across the moorland and pretended we were flying. We climbed towers and scaled parapets. We laughed and we argued; we dreamt within the dreams. We were bound by friendship and a familiarity that made my chest ache.

Sometimes, I yearned for it to be real, and perhaps that was the softness Alva had warned me about.

“What is your name?” Vincent would eventually ask me, every time.

I never answered.

That question broke the dream like a flash of lightning, and it left me feeling bereft when I rolled up the scroll.

I knew him. I knew his fears, his worries, his passions. I saw glimpses of the river fortress he called home, the love he had for his three brothers, the respect he harbored for his father, the sadness that sprung from his mother’s mysterious absence. And in his dreams, I was not a goddess but a mortal girl he loved as his friend.

I knew him, but he did not truly know me.



I could tell the seasons were changing in the mortal realm by the water that flowed in our underground rill. In spring, the currents were babbling, lukewarm. In summer, they swelled deep and hot, steaming. Autumn inspired lukewarm rapids again, peppered with stray leaves shed from trees above, and in winter the creek was chilled and slow-moving, clotted with shards of ice.

My mother bloomed in the cold, while I mourned for autumn. But my twelfth winter would soon reach its end; my childhood was waning like the moon. I discovered that time passed swiftly when I was training with Bade in his forge with Hem keeping a watchful eye on us as he worked, my lessons progressing from shield to sword. I likewise discovered that time seemed to stall when the god of war was away in the mortal realm with the Poet Queen, which seemed to be more and more frequently.

In the last stretch of winter, when it seems the ice will never melt and the earth will never warm again, he was gone for a fortnight, and I languished in the burrow, waiting for him to return.

I was rereading one of my favorite dreams—Vincent and I were exploring the caves by the sea and we had uncovered a locked coffer, barnacled and slick with seaweed, in one of the tide pools. He sometimes dreamt of the ocean, but the fear of drowning never accompanied those waves; I had yet to understand why, but together we puzzled over how to open the coffer’s rusted lock.

My focus broke when Zenia called to me, reality dragging me from the salt-laced caves and Vincent’s side back to the under realm.

I startled, the scroll tearing as I hid it beneath my blanket. I rose from my bed and walked to the innermost room of the burrow, where my mother and Phelyra were standing, waiting for me.

“Close your eyes and reach out your hands,” Zenia said. She was holding something behind her back, and her eyes were bright, mirthful. Phelyra stood at her side, a coy smile on her painted lips.

I remembered she had promised me a gift, a reward for keeping their secret about the eithral scale. I closed my eyes, extending my empty palms forward.

I hoped for a mountain of Skyward coins, so I could burn them all and listen to their music, but my mother set something cold and flexible in my hands. I was not prepared for its weight; the gift nearly slipped through my fingers, and I grasped it tightly.

My eyes fluttered open.

Balanced on my palms was a golden belt, studded with oval moonstones.

“Try it on,” my mother urged when I hesitated.

This was not what I was expecting. But it was exquisite craftsmanship, spun from the purest of Underling gold, thick as my wrist. The moonstones were uniform, like eggs that had been cut in half, their white adularescence beguiling as I turned the belt over in the light.

“It’s beautiful,” I said softly. “Thank you both.”

Zenia brought it around my waist and showed me how to latch the clasp right above my navel.

“Your mother wanted moonstones to remind you of home,” Phelyra said. “So you never forget where you come from. But I gave them a little of my own enchantment.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Each stone is a pocket. I thought that would come in handy when you begin to travel the realms. You might need to carry a few things with you. And yes, you won’t feel the weight. You could tuck a horse or a hound or a divine’s shorn head into those pockets, although I hear you are swift these days, even with that battered shield Bade has you dragging around.”

“Phel,” my mother scolded, most likely at the shorn head comment.

But such talk did not bother me.

I gazed down at the stones that gleamed at my waist. I touched one, my fingers disappearing within its heart, as if I had dipped them into a pool of deep, cold water, and I sensed the vastness of the pockets Phelyra had woven.

I could tuck Alva’s dream scrolls away here. Maybe I could even force the shield I carried into a pocket, although I imagined Bade would consider that cheating. That was when I noticed the stone closest to the latch had a dark blue streak within it. A shadow that had not been there a moment ago, before I had brought the belt around me. I bent my head to study it closer, just as my mother gasped.

“What is that?” Zenia tapped her fingernail against the gemstone. I realized that the pockets were inaccessible to her, and I snuck a wry glance at Phelyra, whose brow was arched as she, too, noticed the strange pattern. “I spent three winters harvesting only the best moonstones. Remove the belt, Matilda. I will replace that one.”

“Let it be,” Phelyra said, exasperated. “If you replace it for a mere smudge, I will have to reenchant every stone again for the pocket spell, and I do not have the time for such nonsense. Also, that moonstone is not spoiled. It has merely reacted to touching Matilda.”

Phelyra was right.

The stone had responded to me in some strange way, and as I studied it closer, the shadow reminded me of a shut eye, with long, dark lashes.

“You did not enchant it so that my mother can keep an eternal watch over me, did you?” I teased Phelyra.

She scrunched her nose and tilted her head, her flaxen locks shifting to cover one of her eyes. She winked with the other. But my mother’s frown only deepened.

I felt it, then, although I kept it to myself. There was something dark and slumbering within me. One day, it would stir, and I did not know how to prepare for it.



I sensed something was wrong with Bade the next time I saw him for training at the forge.

His fortnight with the queen had ended, but when he returned to train me, he was distracted. Snow was caught in his hair, white as the spots dappling a fawn’s coat, and I could smell the cold, brisk wind on him. There were fresh scars on his forearms, newly healed, and his red cloak was torn and splattered with mud.

“Have you been fighting?” I asked, which was wasted air. Of course he had been fighting, and he must have lost to be so morose. Swallowing, I shifted my grip on the hilt of the broadsword he had given me. My shield was perched on my other arm like a dutiful falcon.

A tense beat passed as I waited for him to begin the spar.

Bade was silent, his eyes distant. His own sword—the obsidian one that I admired—remained sheathed at his side. His arms were crossed over his chest. He was gazing at the coals in the fire pit, as if enchanted by their crackling glow.

“Did you hear me?” I said again, louder. But my heart faltered, dismayed.

This was not like him.

His attention never strayed from his task, and his eyes were bloodshot when he finally looked at me.

“What did you say?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

“Did something happen in the mortal realm? A battle you have been waiting for?”

“Yes.”

Why did he sound so mournful? Had the war ended? Was he falling into a slump of peace?

He had failed to notice the moonstone belt at my waist, which had first alerted me to his inattentiveness. I had expected him to remark upon it directly. To deem it a hindrance, and to demand that I remove it during sparring.

I would have preferred the old Bade, even as he liked to irritate me, and I decided that I needed to cheer him. I needed to bring him around.

“How is the thorn in your side?” I asked with a grin.

Bade’s eyes narrowed. “My what?”

“The thorn,” I repeated, mirth fading. “You once called her such. Don’t you remember?”

“You speak of Adria,” he said, glancing away. “She is…”

I waited, but he never finished his statement. It was like there were no words he could find to describe her, and my heart went cold.

“I cannot stay here,” he muttered, raking fingers through his hair. His snowy crown melted, and he began to stride away before he remembered me, standing in his wake, shocked. “We will have to resume this another time, Matilda.”

“When?”

“I do not know. Return to your mother.”

With that, he vanished into an adjacent corridor. A dark eastward route that I had never taken.

I sheathed my sword and eased my shield into one of the moonstone pockets—it fit perfectly, just as Phelyra had claimed—before following him.

I knew the map of gemstones, and I could navigate by them.

He was moving quickly, as if something in the distance had hooked him, reeling him in. Every few steps, I could hear his breaths, ragged in the shadows.

Had he been wounded? If so, I would have noticed, and gods heal themselves quickly as long as it is not a blow on the fault line. His armor had been unmarred. There was no mark upon his neck, and I could not understand his distress.

He was my salt-sworn ally, but in many ways, I was also his.

I followed Bade from ruby to emerald to malachite, all the way to the door that opened to the mortal realm above us.

I forced myself to wait ten inhalations before I dared to cross the threshold behind him. When I did, I was met by a wash of bitter wind, and a quiet world cloaked in fresh snowfall.

This door rested in a craggy oak’s trunk, sheltered by a close-knit forest.

I studied the tree to remember where the door hid, and then traced Bade’s footsteps, the snow crisp and ankle-deep. I trailed him to the forest’s edge, and there I stopped, gazing down at the muddy vale that stretched before me, embraced by stark mountains.

It held a war camp. There were rows of tents and heraldic banners. Smoke rose from campfires; the air tasted like burning leaves and oak, mixed with the mire of mud.

I watched Bade step into the encampment, well known amongst the armored warriors. Some even bowed as he passed, although he paid them no heed. His red cloak was an easy mark, and my eyes tracked him all the way to a great tent erected in the center of the camp. There, he vanished, and I struggled to swallow the fire at the back of my throat.

He was returning to the Poet Queen.

And had he not just left her? I wanted to toss up my hands, grind my teeth in frustration.

You fool.

This was how gods lost their immortality. By succumbing to distractions. By letting down their guard. Had he not taught me this? Had he not been persistent in reinforcing this lesson to me, again and again, like his sword glancing off my shield, forcing me to grow stronger, harder, wiser beneath the blows?

A branch creaked above me.

My mind went blank; my chin snapped up. There was a sentry archer poised directly above me, on watch. I did not think she had noticed me yet, but my heart lurched all the same.

Silently, I retreated, filling my footsteps as I went.

It would do us no good to expose the location of an Underling door. Those thresholds were our secret, and footprints emerging from a crooked oak would raise suspicion. Again, Bade had lost all sense, leaving a trail for any curious mortal or Skyward to find, and I could not shake the shiver that followed me back to the burrow.








VI
The Poet Queen and the God of War




MATILDA

The water in the rill began to warm, effervescent. Winter was ebbing, and I could see it in my mother as her season of power gave way to a stormy, mud-riddled spring. Zenia slept more to regain her strength—divines rarely indulged in sleep due to the danger slumber posed for us, but she trusted me. She did not fear that I would sneak upon her while she slept in our burrow. It had never crossed her mind that I might cut her neck down to the bone, severing her mind from her body, stealing her magic for my own.

I was pleased by such trust, and yet I slept with my shield hooked upon my arm, the bolt of wood guarding my chest, just as Bade had instructed me.

And as for the god of war … he was gone more than he was present, though when he did grant me lessons, they were good, albeit short, ones. He was either in a jovial mood, teasing me one breath while barking out corrections the next, or he was distracted enough that I beat him at spars.

I wondered about that winter day when I had followed him, and what had caused him so much turmoil. But I was never brave enough to ask, and we never spoke of Adria or thorny sides again.

My thirteenth birthday was only nights away when everything fell apart.

The fog was at high tide in the corridors, betraying a mortal noon. My mother was sleeping in the back room of the burrow and I was reading a new scroll of Alva’s when I felt a reverberation in the stone floor. Eithrals were screaming far beneath my feet, and I froze, listening. The sound faded, and then roused again, sending a shudder down my spine until the air finally went silent.

Dacre must have set the wyverns loose to hunt above.

I returned my attention to the scroll.

Time seemed to halt when I sank into the inked dreams, but my trance broke when I heard the distant pounding of the drums. It was a summoning to the hall, and all three courts—high, middle, and low—were ordered to come at once.

Cursing, I tucked the scroll into one of the moonstone pockets along with my shield and hurried to wake my mother. She was lying on her bed, black hair fanned across the pillow, her chest rising and falling with deep slumber. She always seemed softer, younger when she slept.

“Mother,” I said, shaking her shoulder.

Zenia’s hand took me roughly by the neck, her eyes flying open, her teeth bared.

“It’s only me,” I whispered. “The drums … Dacre is calling everyone to court.”

She released me and sat forward, her breath skipping as if she had been trapped in a nightmare. Without a word, she rose, smoothing the wrinkles from her white silk gown.

She does not trust me as much as I once thought, I realized with a chill, rubbing my bruised throat.

“We just had court,” my mother said, irritated. I watched as she draped her net of moonstones over her hair, sliding her feet into a pair of golden sandals. “Why does he call us again?”

I did not answer, but a strange feeling was creeping over me. I hated court as well, but I sensed that something terrible had happened.

We followed a group of Underlings to the hall, which was an immense firelit chamber, upheld by pillars crusted with gemstones of every color. The floor was black-and-white marble, polished so fine I could see my reflection, as if I stood on ice. The hearths were roaring with blue-hearted flames, and richly embroidered banners hung from the walls, depicting Underling myths and victories.

The painting of the eithrals haunted the west wall, and I gazed at them—powerful bodies layered with white, iridescent scales, long pronged wings, red eyes set with sparkling rubies, teeth and talons darkened by blood—as I made my way to where the Middle Court sat in the thick of the hall. I had never been allowed to accompany my mother to the forefront of the chamber, where the High Court gathered at the dais’s footstool, despite her fear of leaving me alone.

I sat at one of the trestle tables, overlooked by the Underlings around me. I was still a child in their minds, and below their acknowledgment, although a few of them eyed the brilliance of my belt. I ignored them in turn, noticing that no wine was being served, as was custom for court dealings. Instead of circling tables with pitchers of refreshment, the human vassals stood along the walls like a row of statues, blending with the banners and the paintings of beasts.

I swallowed, but dread sat like a rock in my chest, and my eyes drifted to the front of the room.

I caught sight of my mother, sitting beside Phelyra. And Alva, who stood on the dais where her brother Dacre lounged upon a throne. She was bent low, whispering something into his ear. My gaze continued to roam, but I could not find Bade. He always sat with my mother and Phelyra. He was not difficult to find with his broad shoulders, his rough-hewn face, his booming voice.

Where are you, Bade?

As if he had heard my inner cry, he arrived.

He blew in through the western doors, just beneath the arched flight of a painted eithral. The human vassals scattered from their posts, and the firelight flickered darkly, as if the flames wanted to extinguish.

The drums ceased beating.

Silence rang through the air, punctured only by Bade’s heavy tread. Every eye was drawn to him as he limped into the hall. My heart froze when I saw he wore a golden circlet at his brow. At last, he had earned one of Adria’s crowns, but this was quickly forgotten when I realized he was not alone. He was carrying someone wrapped in a tattered cloak. Tenderly, he held them to his breast, and it was undeniable that they were mortal; their blood was crimson. It was splattered across the side of Bade’s face. It dripped down his forearms. It was seeping through the purple cloak, gradually turning the wool a midnight hue.

“Why, welcome, god of war,” Dacre said, arms thrown wide in mockery. “We have been waiting for you to join us.”

Excitement coursed through the hall. This was why Dacre had called the clan. He wanted us to bear witness to his altercation with Bade.

The Underlings around me hummed with anticipation and theories. It had been a long while since we had witnessed a fight amongst ourselves. “At last,” a god drawled behind me. “Something worth coming to court for.” And then another one called, “Where is the wine?”

The ichor went cold in my veins. When I breathed, my lungs became frost.

I could no longer see Bade. I leapt to stand on the table, an unspeakable ache spreading through me, as if I had been pierced. I pressed my palm to my ribs, watching Bade approach Dacre.

“You must heal her,” Bade said, dauntless. His behest resonated through the hall. “You must mend what you have broken.”

“I would do so gladly, had you not slayed a pet of mine,” Dacre countered.

I blinked, my mind swarming with the sudden vision of Bade killing an eithral. Impossible, I thought. Had one ever been conquered?

“You should have never released them,” Bade replied, his voice laced with wrath. “You knew it would end in bloodshed.”

“These are strange days, indeed.” Dacre stood from his throne. His robe was spun from the finest white silk, studded with tiny sapphires. His blond hair could rival the gold of my belt, striking in every slant of light, and his pale face was perfectly honed, bewitching to gaze upon. “Once, you did not care if I sent my eithrals to feed in the mortal realm. Once, not so long ago, you encouraged it. What has changed your mind, god of war?”

This query seemed to break Bade.

He dropped to his knees; his desperation stung the air like smoke.

Again, my sight of him was interrupted, and I no longer cared for court boundaries. I jumped down and wove my way closer, around tables and other divines who had stood to get a better glimpse of Bade and the bleeding bundle he cradled. For once, I was glad to be overlooked. No one cared when I jostled their elbows. No one stopped me from ascending another tabletop, and I had a perfect view of Bade as he began to unwrap the purple cloak.

He held a mortal woman.

It was my first time looking upon her, but I knew she was the Poet Queen.

Her hair, shorn to her jawline, was the shade of willow wood. A golden crown set with pearls flashed across her brow. Her face was heart shaped with a constellation of freckles that spilled across her nose, and her skin, which I imagined had once been tanned from the sun, was blanched and pallid. Her eyes were closed; her head lolled against Bade until he pillowed it within his palm. There was blood dribbling from the corners of her mouth.

My gaze tracked downward.

She wore armor, as mortals were prone to do when they encountered us or were engaged in battle, but I saw that her steel breastplate had been torn open, as easily as if it were spun linen. Two deep, jagged lines, in tune with an eithral’s talons. One of the beasts must have picked her up, scored her from shoulder down to hip bone. A painful, seething wound that could not be healed unless divinity intervened.

My breath snagged in my throat when Adria opened her eyes.

She was still alive, although I watched, alarmed, as her shadow began to fade beneath her. I had never seen this before—a shadow separating from its appointed body. None of the divines around me seemed to take note of it. Not even Bade and Dacre, or Alva, who lingered on the dais, face smooth and devoid of emotion, although her hand flexed at her side. All their shadows held steady in contrast.

One of the moonstones in my belt flared hot, drawing a hiss from me. I glanced down, shocked to see that the stone with the uncanny streak had changed again. It no longer mimicked a closed eye with long lashes. It was opening, exposing a half-moon blue iris and a pupil dark as obsidian.

I covered it with my palm.

“Heal her,” Bade was now begging, his pride disintegrating. His desperation made it seem as if he had disrobed, and I struggled to look at him. “You are the god of healing. Have mercy, lord.”

Dacre was quiet, relishing his power; he was the only divine who could mend such terrible wounds. And he had brought none other than the fearsome god of war to his knees.

“What is this?” Dacre asked, descending the dais stairs. “Some mark of mortal favor?” He yanked the golden circlet away from Bade’s brow, hurling it into the shadows. “I will heal this pitiful mortal woman if you give me your forge. Your collection of enchanted weapons. Your vassal whom you guard and withhold from me.”

No, Bade, I wanted to shout at him. I wanted to pound him with my fists and bring him back to his senses. My chest suddenly constricted; I bit back tears, to see his disgrace unfold.

Do you want to be feared or loved? he had once asked me.

Feared, I had said because I knew it was safest. I had set myself upon such a path and he had approved. But now my heart felt twisted, confused, as I watched him gaze down at Adria. I had never seen such a delicate expression on his angular, ugly face before. As if he was made of feathers, thistledown, sun-warmed sand.

Soft.

“Don’t,” Adria said, her voice frayed and weak. “Don’t give … those up for … me.”

She closed her eyes again as he caressed her hair. She was struggling to breathe; it was painful to listen to the wet saw of her inhales, exhales.

Bade’s face crumpled.

In that moment, I realized I had been wrong about his fault line. He had once made me doubt, but now there was no question. It was his heart, and he had just revealed it to the entire clan. All because of her, a mortal woman he had once plotted to deceive. A mortal woman who had somehow gotten the best of him.

Dacre now loomed over them, waiting for Bade to decide.

This moment felt like an iron prong, boring into my side.

Everything was about to change. There was no redemption beyond this reckoning; whatever Bade chose, it would alter the stars. It would shake our foundations, forming new cracks in our world that would admit a flood of unknown darkness.

I could feel it flaming in the moonstone, still hidden beneath my palm.

A question that had no answer.

“All that you ask for,” Bade said at last, lifting his gaze to meet Dacre’s. “I will give it to you, if you will heal her.”

Dacre smiled, crooked and close-lipped, and held out his arms. “Give her to me.”

“Do not let go of her, Bade.”

Orphia’s command rang through the air, drawing our attention to the eastern doorway, where she stood on the threshold, tall and dark as a thundercloud in her black robes.

Dacre stiffened. His eyes cut to the goddess of death, his mouth settling into a displeased pout.

“Orphia,” he said in a tense voice. “How magnanimous of you to join us.”

She stepped into the hall. Underlings parted for her like water. It had been a long while since Orphia had attended court. She was the matriarch, the oldest of the Underlings. And she was the only one who did not bow to Dacre’s power.

“Mother,” Bade said, relief and fear warring in his face, in his voice. “If I don’t, she will die.”

“Perhaps.” Orphia came to a gradual halt beside them. I noticed Adria’s shadow shrank even more, as if folding itself up for Death to claim. “But if you let Dacre heal her, she will be beholden to him. She will bend herself to his will, and his alone.”

“I do not want her beholden to any of us,” Bade replied. “Not to him, not to me. She belongs to herself.”

“Then how do you expect her to live here amongst us with such will intact?” Dacre interjected, but color had risen in his face. His anger burned like stars in his eyes. “You know our laws. This mortal woman must be a vassal if she is to live in our realm. Even if she decides to dwell eternally with us as a shade, she is required to serve.”

Adria could return to the under realm after dying. Her soul would become a shade if she chose that route. But it was just as Dacre said—she would be bound to everlasting service. She would forfeit her chance of reaching paradise in the mists. And I did not think Bade would want that for her. To see her but never be able to touch her again. To watch her bend herself to us and our whims, day after day, night after night.

“If you refuse my generosity to heal her,” Dacre said, quieter, “then you must carry her back to her realm to die.”

Bade turned to stare at his mother, continuing to hold Adria close.

“If you take her soul now,” he whispered to Orphia, “I will follow her to the mists. I will gladly let a divine strike me down when she breathes her last.”

Orphia was silent, but her displeasure plunged the hall into coldness, as if a flood had risen around us. The shadows grew long and twisted across the floor. The moonstone continued to smolder like a coal against my hand.

“There is another way,” Orphia said at last, the words coming slow, reluctant. “I cannot heal her wounds, but I will delay in taking her soul as long as I can. I will surrender four stars from my constellation and grant them to her. I can make her immortal, but only by half.”

Murmurs erupted through the hall; wonder entwined with disgust.

Dacre threw up his hand for silence.

“Do you mean to say you will make this mortal woman into one of us?” he asked.

“Yes,” Orphia responded. “But she will need four more stars in order to complete her divinity.”

“Impossible! This has never been done,” Dacre scoffed, just as Bade murmured, “Take mine. Take four of my stars and give them to her.”

Orphia shook her head. “They cannot come from you, my son.”

“Then where? Where can they be found?”

“The stars must be granted by my other half. By my sister.”

All of us knew of Orphia’s sister. She was Rowena, the goddess of fate, and she was the Skyward matriarch. The two of them had not spoken, face-to-face, in centuries. Their falling-out was legendary, the beginning of our divine woes.

“This is tragic,” sighed Dacre, sounding not at all sad. He looked down at Bade. “None of us can tread the Skyward realm. You must decide if I should heal your mortal lover now, or if she should die.”

Bade was not listening.

He had glanced up, eager, as if looking for someone in the crowd. Within moments his gaze found mine and there it remained, fixed upon me. He was my salt-sworn ally, my soul-forged father. And I knew what he needed before he could utter the words.

“Matilda,” he breathed. “Matilda, you are Skyward as you are Underling. You are the only one amongst us who can tread all three realms. Will you go on my behalf? Will you carry a message to the goddess of fate?”

“No.” My mother’s protest came swiftly, like a sword whirring through air. “Bade, she is too young. She is not ready—”

“I will do it,” I said, my voice trembling.

I was not afraid, but nor did I feel courageous. I was hungry. I felt a door opening for me, and I wanted to step through it.

“Are you certain, child?” Orphia asked, the kindest she had ever sounded, as if she knew she was sending me to the den of a lion.

“I will do it,” I said again, louder, and stepped off the table.

This time, the Underlings parted for me, moving aside as if I had grown wings, or two heads, or dragged a dead divine behind me.

I reached Orphia’s side, uncertain what came next. But my magic was swelling within me, almost painful, as if I had outgrown my bones, my skin.

The goddess of death held out a letter, sealed with a drop of red wax. It was like she had known this would happen and had come prepared, a request drawn and ready to be handed over. Her sister’s name was scrawled in spiderweb handwriting on the parchment.

“Deliver this to Rowena,” said Orphia. “She will be in her Skyward villa.”

My mouth went dry. My tongue stuck to my teeth as I asked, “And how do I find her villa?”

“I do not know, child. I have never been in the uppermost realm.”

And this is when I realized the challenge I had impulsively accepted.

I likewise had never been to the Skyward realm. I did not know how to enter its gate. I did not know how to safely navigate it.

What if I stumbled across my father? Would I know it was him?

I could feel my mother’s eyes on me. She had never been Skyward, either. All her trysts with my father had occurred in the mortal landscape, beneath tree boughs and tangled in valley grass, sheltered in the shadow of caves. But I refused to meet her gaze, knowing it would only hinder me.

I took the letter from Orphia.

At once, I could feel the humming of beehives. I could smell the sweet air of an orchard and warm, freshly tilled soil. I could hear something clacking, like a shuttle on a loom.

My heart was in my throat, tugging me sharply heavenward. I took a step forward and felt as if I could rise. As if I had truly sprouted wings between the eaves of my shoulders.

It was my magic, leading me to Rowena.

I tucked the letter into one of my moonstone pockets. No one spoke. No one moved. Every eye was hooked upon me as I ran from the hall.








VII
Red




MATILDA

I emerged through a door in the side of a hill, its lintel hidden by long tussocks of grass.

It was a sultry spring day, the sun at her zenith in the sky. Clouds were building, rumbling in the distance to the south, and I gave myself a moment to gain my bearings, my sight adjusting to the fierce light. I was surrounded by moorlands knee-deep in yellow gorse, and it almost felt as if I were the only one in the world, save for the sparrows that chirped from the bracken.

It was peaceful until I felt the urgent pull to Rowena again. A sharp tug, like a thread had knotted between my lungs. It drew my eyes upward, but there was only the deep blue of the sky, the merciless sun, the clouds that gathered like tufts of spun wool.

“Rowena?” I called, wondering if she could hear me.

There was no answer.

I ascended the hill until I stood at its top, but I felt no closer to her villa. There had to be a way to enter the Skyward realm, like the Underling doorways, but I was at a loss as to how to uncover it.

I did not even have my father’s name to call upon.

The odd moonstone was still warm against my waist, but the eye had not opened any farther. It was still half-lit, heavy lidded.

“I suppose you cannot be my vision?” I mulled aloud to it, hopeful.

Again, there was no answer.

Standing here would only waste time. What had my magic revealed to me? An orchard. An apiary. A loom.

I decided to run until I crossed paths with one of these hints, cutting a trail through the gorse. Up one hill and down another, my heart beating like a steady drum, my long legs devouring the ground with ease. Soon, I saw smoke rising in the distance. I passed farms that had been ravaged, crop fields that had been trampled. Woods that were charcoaled remains. Graveyards with no tombstones, only freshly turned dirt pecked over by vultures.

It was the evidence of the war between the Ousted King and the Poet Queen, and I swallowed, thinking of Adria below in Bade’s arms, struggling to breathe, her abdomen torn open.

The king had won.

But could she truly become one of us? Dacre had spoken truthfully: It had never been done before. She would be the first mortal to become goddess if I could locate Rowena. If Fate would surrender a few of her stars like her sister Death had.

Time was passing. The sun taunted me as it began to sink toward the western horizon, and I had covered endless ground, unable to find my way above. I was growing desperate, weary.

Whenever I was tempted to rest, I would imagine Bade’s face. How he would look at me when I returned to the under realm, unsuccessful in my first endeavor as herald.

If Adria perished, it would be due to my failure.

I eventually came upon a wide roaring river. Someone had made a camp here, although the fire was nothing but warm ashes in a circle of stones, and the grass was tamped down and brown, as if a ring of tents had been recently moved.

My thirst drew me to the water, and I strode through the abandoned camp and knelt on the mossy banks, filling my palms. I splashed my face and then drank, closing my eyes to savor the sweet, cold water. I was still there, on my knees, eyes closed, when I caught a putrid, rotten scent. Then came the icy temperature, the dimming of the light.

I looked up and saw a clutch of eithrals on the horizon.

My heart was stoic at first, as if I had been culled during court. There was nothing left to feel, not even fear. But then a shiver raced through me when I realized that the creatures had spotted me, changing their course to glide my way.

I could remain where I was, kneeling in the open, unmoving. But the wind was teasing my unbound hair, blowing it over my shoulders. The movement was reeling them in.

Standing, I looked behind me, my eyes scanning the sprawl of landscape for the closest cover. There was nothing that struck me as safe, only a distant coppice on the hillside and a thick blanket of bracken, tall and green from generous rainfall.

I made my way to the ferns, deciding I would lie down and let their fronds cover me. The top of the bracken brushed against my knees. The wind was blowing stronger now, a blistering cold, when I felt a hand latch to my ankle, granting me a sharp tug.

I lost my balance and went down, my knees crushing the loam.

My heart thundered with shock, then annoyance when I realized it was a mortal boy who had tripped me. He had had the same thought as me, taking shelter here. And I only caught a glimpse of half his face—a tangle of raven-black hair, a wide gray eye—as the ferns whipped over him.

“What are you doing?” I snapped.

A glimpse of his mouth, which was pressed into a thin line, and a flash of his pale throat. The ferns continued to dance over him, and I realized he was still grasping my ankle.

“Get down,” he pleaded, his voice crackling with fear. “You are drawing them to us.”

There was no time for me to argue with him as I would have liked.

I folded, letting the bracken close over my head. The last thing I intended was to lie down beside him, but I had gracelessly sprawled onto my stomach. And it was here, hidden beneath the green fronds, that I got a clear view of his face.

I knew him.

I had been reading his dreams for many months now.

My breath snagged. I could not draw air as I stared at him, as he stared at me in return.

Those winter-sea eyes of his flared wide. His mouth went slack. I seemed to have stunned him, more than he had done to me.

“Red?” he said.

I blinked. I almost said no, but then it struck me. How many times had he asked for my name? And how many times had I never answered, the dream breaking instead?

I whispered, “Is that what you have been calling me?”

He did not reply. Something behind me stole his attention, and he winced, terror stricken. Even so, he reached for me, just like he had done in his nightmares. His arms came around me; his legs twined with mine. At first I thought, He is afraid, but then I realized his embrace was not because he feared for himself. He was holding on to me like he was an anchor in a storm. A weight to keep me grounded. He held me because he feared I was about to be carried away. And should I be, he was so entwined with me that the beast would have to take us together.

The rotten cold was churning.

I could feel the pressure in the air, my ears popping, as a shadow spilled over the bracken.

Quickly, I recalled my shield from the moonstone in my belt. It appeared on my sinister arm, something solid for us to shelter beneath. Vincent pressed his face into my hair, his fingers grasping the back of my dress.

I was thankful for all those spars Bade had given me, forcing me to grow stronger. Blow after blow, until my bones felt like they could snap, and my muscles blazed in agony, and my ichor burned like fire. Hour after hour, withstanding the brunt of resistance.

The eithral’s talons hit the wood with a jar.

It wanted to tear the shield clean off my arm, but I gritted my teeth and I held. I was not afraid, and it would not move me; it would not rip me away from Vincent. The wyvern dove a second time, but I held again, my arm like iron.

This could be a dream, I thought. But the boy pressed against me was flesh and blood. He was warm, vibrant. He was breathing into my hair. He was here, or perhaps it was better to say I was there, because I was in his world.

And I had not realized how strong I was until that moment. My childhood had truly melted away, leaving behind a burnished version of me.

A third time, the eithral swooped, but its talons only scraped along my shield half-heartedly. They were powerful but they were simple beasts, easily distracted by moving, shining things, and Vincent and I were frozen shadows in a sea of bracken, guarded by a dull wooden shield.

The air began to warm. The sunlight returned as a flood of gold, and a soft zephyr carried the stench of rot southward.

The eithrals were gone and I swallowed. My mouth was dry, my arm exhausted.

I stored the shield in the moonstone pocket again, just as Vincent lifted his head to regard me. The expression on his face was one I had never encountered before in all my years below. It was wholly transparent—soft with wonder, comradery. Trust. Relief. Affection.

He was unguarded, as was I, and he leaned forward just as I shifted to swat a frond out of my eye. But his lips grazed my chin.

We both froze.

I realized he had been aiming to kiss me on the mouth. Surprise rippled down my spine. But then a pleasant warmth fanned across my skin, as if I had drawn close to a fire after a long cold night.

Vincent blushed.

He glanced away, as if he suddenly could not bear to look at me. A tendril of black hair fell over his eye. The emotions I had read on his face went dark, shuttered with mortification.

“I … I’m sorry,” he breathed. “You’re the bravest girl I know, and you’re here, after all these months when I’ve only seen you in dreams. I did not know that you were real. I thought … I don’t know what I thought. But I—”

I leaned forward, drawing his tortured gaze back to mine.

I pressed my mouth to his like a seal. A kiss of innocence that was brief but earnest. When I eased back, we looked at each other again, sharing another moment of pure, delighted shock.

Then I laughed, joy cresting through me like a wave.

Vincent joined me, and we laughed until we cried, and my ribs felt bruised from the glee, and it seemed as if we had drunk all the light from the sky.

I realized that I could hold such happiness. There was a space for it, hidden within me, and it could grow deeper roots if I let it.

“How did you find me?” Vincent asked once our laughter had subsided.

“I was not trying to,” I confessed. “I stumbled upon you.”

“Like you did in my dreams?”

I nodded, uncertain how else to reply to him. “Why were you out here, in the open like this?”

“I’m waiting for my brothers to return. They were called as reinforcements for the queen. We were camped here, returning home, when the message came for them to ride to the valley.”

“Oh.” My joy dimmed as I remembered Adria, wounded. Bade, waiting for her to transform. I still had my message to carry, and it felt like my heart tore a little as I sat up, leaving the shelter of the ferns.

“Red?” Vincent followed me, and we reluctantly returned to the reality around us. A world that was on the brink, ready to crumble. “What is it? Do you want to come home with me? My brothers should be back soon. You can ride with me.”

“I can’t,” I said, rising. “I have to go.”

Vincent stood. He was taller, ganglier than in his dreams. But I loved that we were eye to eye.

“Go where?”

“Skyward.”

A lull of silence came between us. I glanced back at him, only to see a flicker of astonishment in his face.

“Gods,” he whispered. He blanched as he continued to stare at me. My white gown spun from the finest of silk, my bare arms chased by gold. My moonstone belt, which had yet to appear in his dreams. “You’re a goddess, aren’t you?”

All this time, he had believed I was a mortal girl.

My throat constricted. Would this change how he thought of me? Would he grow fearful of me?

“Yes,” I said, and the word hurt to say. “I—”

“Vincent!”

A distant shout interrupted us.

Vincent and I both turned to look up the hill, where riders had appeared, dotting the horizon. I knew it was his two elder brothers, Finnian and Marcher. I had seen them in his dreams, and as they began to canter their horses toward us, I saw they were not alone. Behind them was a cadre of warriors. Knights, archers with yew bows, warriors carrying banners. I noted two different marks of heraldry. The white flowers and blue velvet I recognized as the Beckett sigil, and one that was unfamiliar—a yellow banner with three mountains.

Their steeds were lathered with foam, mud splattered. Their pennants were torn. Their faces were grim, their armor bloodstained.

I knew the terrible, crushing news they bore.

They believed Adria was dead. She had been killed by an eithral. She was gone, swept away. Their world had fractured.

I took a step back, unable to explain why my heart was racing, like a hare startled from a thicket. But a prickle of warning crept over me.

Run.

To be a lone goddess surrounded by men devastated from battle was dangerous. For men are like eithrals: they are drawn to shining, quicksilver things, keen to tame them. And while I trusted Vincent, I did not trust any other mortal.

Run, the order came again.

I turned and broke into a sprint.

“Wait!” Vincent’s voice was frantic. “Red, wait!”

My feet did not slow, not even for him. I could hear him running, desperate. He called to me again, and again, by this nickname he had dubbed me. And it stung my eyes. It split my breath, like the beginnings of a sob.

I wanted to be like steel, but I glanced over my shoulder, unable to resist.

Vincent had inevitably slowed, his face lined in agony as the distance between us expanded. He would never catch me. But his brothers, drawn by my action, had now broken from their retinue and were galloping in my wake.

They were gaining on me, but the hills were coming. I was determined to slip away in the valley’s shadows.

There was a muffled shout as one of the brothers called to me.

I could not make out the words; my blood roared in my ears. I set my eyes on the path before me, where the ground met the sky. I was sprinting up the hill when a god appeared before me, etched from a cold gust.

He was old, with a sad, weathered face and long silver hair. A beard that was braided and clinked with beads. His voice was a deep timbre, his eyes a vivid blue. His name came to me, as if he had whispered it into my mind.

Shale.

“Where are you heading, god-child?” he asked.

“To Fate,” I breathed. “Can you guide me to Rowena’s villa?”

“Are you certain that is where you want to go?”

“Yes.”

“Then take my hand.”

I had to close my eyes in order to see his long, feather-like fingers. Once I clasped them, my stomach lurched, and I dared to look down as the world smudged beneath me. Green merged with brown, and brown faded into blue. An electrifying feeling poured through me, as if I had drunk too much wine. It stole the air from my mouth like a kiss.

I let the god of the wind carry me Skyward.








VIII
You Hold On to Her




VINCENT

One moment, Red was there, sprinting up the hill. The next, she was gone.

And I would like to think my story began long ago when I came into the world as a pale, silent boy, destined to one day die. But it truly begins here, in this moment when my dreams grew bones and teeth and skin in the waking realm. The moment I met Red.

I remember it, vividly.

How I shivered, standing in the grass. How the sky was too bright, and I shielded my eyes, staring at the place she had disappeared. How the wind gentled until the air became still and warm, oppressive.

I could not hear anything other than the roar of my own heart.

Red was not a girl but a goddess.

And I knew the stars that belonged to her. I had memorized them. I could close my eyes at night and point in their direction. I could trace them on my palm.

When a mortal kills a god, their appointed stars vanish from the sky, never to be seen again. Not many constellations have disappeared. Only a few of my kind have managed such a mythical feat.

When a god kills a god, the stars remain firm in the sky, but their magic answers to the victor.

And when a new constellation emerges—which, in this era, is just as rare as one vanishing—all of us take note of it, because we know it means a divine has been born.

Red’s constellation—six points to brighten the western sky—flared into existence not long after my own birth. Our astronomers added those six to constellation charts, marveling over whom they belonged to. What magic did they bear? We had been waiting for that divine to make their presence known to us, to claim those stars.

I could have fallen to my knees to know I had been dreaming of her all this time.

Finnian and Marcher spun their geldings around on the hill. My older brothers seemed perplexed by her disappearance. I was so intent on watching them, wondering what they were saying to each other, that I failed to sense the other horse clomping behind me.

“You let her go.”

I startled and spun. My Uncle Grimald sat on his destrier, staring down at me. The sun flashed on his armor. The bloodstains from yesterday’s battle were dark, splattered like ink across his breastplate and gauntlets.

“I didn’t know who she was,” I lied.

She was my secret, as I imagined I was hers.

Grimald heaved a sigh, disappointed. But his face softened as he extended his hand.

I accepted his wordless offer for a ride; he hauled me up with the hearty groan of a middle-aged man, but he was not through speaking.

“Next time, you hold on to her. Demand her name, her favor. We could have used her. You do not let go of a goddess, especially a young, nameless one, whose stars we have been wondering about for over a decade now.”

My hands curled into fists. A memory only moments old spun golden in my mind. The way I had clung to Red beneath the bracken. But my hold wasn’t for me and my fear; I wanted to protect her, my companion in dreams, my friend who had helped me overcome nightmares, and yet now I saw how weak and futile my efforts had been. What could I have done to keep a goddess safe?

I realized it could not be achieved by embracing her. Only by letting her go.

This thought left me bruised, aching.

“Ease up on the lad,” another voice said. I glanced to our right to see Lord Hugh had joined us, his armor just as bloodstained and dented as Grimald’s. Hugh was like kin to me, taking the role of an uncle, and he was our strongest ally, riding beneath his banner of the mountains. He had likewise been devoted to Adria’s cause. Fighting for her had united our two families.

“This is a lesson he needs to learn,” Grimald said to Hugh. And then, firmer, to me: “Do you heed me, Vincent?”

“I heed you, Uncle.”

“If you see her again, keep her at your side by whatever means possible.”

He thankfully ceased speaking as we began the trod back to Wyndrift, Hugh casting me a sad glance. We followed the river home, but my uncle’s words were like burrs in my clothes, scoring my skin.

You hold on to her.

But who could hold on to the wind?

And—better yet—who would be so foolish as to trust—to love—such a wild being?








IX
Parchment, Ink, Cloves




MATILDA

Shale’s grip on me loosened before I was ready.

I found myself falling, arms cutting through the wind, desperate to find purchase. But I had no wings, and there was nothing to cling to as the world became sharply defined again. My hair tangled over my face; my knees hit the ground with a jar, and I had a decidedly mortal moment: dizzy, I heaved onto the grass.

“I thought I told you not to bring urchin vassals to my threshold,” a woman’s voice, clear as a bell and edged like glass, drawled in the distance. “Especially sick ones.”

“This, my beloved Fate, is no urchin vassal,” replied Shale. “You have yet to fully look upon her.”

“And why would I?”

“I think you will find something quite … unexpected.”

There was a lull. I was unfortunately still dry heaving. My skin was covered in gooseflesh from traveling with the wind, my bones humming from flight. But when I quieted, eyes dripping with tears, mouth tasting like sweet rot, I realized that someone had come to stand before me in the long grass.

She had intriguing feet. They were long, bony, blue-tinged, and clawed, as if she were both goddess and beast.

A shiver danced down my spine. My fingers dug deep into the soil; I dared not glance up. Not without her invitation. But slowly, the ringing in my ears faded, and I was able to take in my surroundings through my periphery.

We were in an orchard. Pomegranates and plums dappled the grass around us, as if they had just fallen from their branches. In the distance, a villa with white columns and a cloud for a roof shone resplendent on a hill, stained in colors of sunset. Somewhere to my right, I could hear the droning of bees, and I knew the apiary was close by. I could smell wildflower honey, mingling with the sighs that Shale spun through Fate’s orchard.

“Look up,” Rowena commanded me.

I swallowed and lifted my chin, hair falling away from my face.

The goddess of fate was a slip of a crone with stooped shoulders, grooves on her face, and gnarled fingers. Her long wispy hair was the color of snowfall. On first appearance, it would seem as if she were as old as the world, emerging from an era we could only dream of. Yet her eyes seemed familiar to me. They were just like her sister’s. Pale blue and milky, as if she saw all the threads of life, all the binding knots and patterns we could feel but could not see.

I held her gaze, my pulse thick in my throat.

And I watched surprise ripple through her, like the shock of metal after wool. I wondered if she could see a shade of my father within me. I was desperate to know, and far too intimidated to ask.

“I have woven her threads wrong on the loom,” Rowena said, scowl deepening. “Damn Orphia, for fooling me on this one. And damn Th—”

“You do not know if your weaving is wrong,” Shale interrupted. “This goddess is still a child. Perhaps you are the one who is right.”

Rowena was too upset to reply. She turned and began to stride to her villa, agile for her age.

Bewildered, I looked to Shale.

“Should I follow her?” I asked.

He shrugged, offering me no help.

“You must learn the trade winds, god-child,” he said instead, beginning to fade into a gale. “You may ride them according to their schedule, east to west or west to east. They can carry you back to the mortal realm, as well as bring you above again, so long as you know which Skyward threshold you seek to arrive at.”

With that, he was gone, melting into a wind that rattled the trees.

Fruit rained down on me.

I rose stiffly, regarding the distant marble stairs that led up to Fate’s villa. I still had a letter to deliver, and I hoped that whatever Rowena had seen in my face was enough to stay her hand from murdering me when I followed her.

I walked the path through the orchard, reaching the bottom step. There I paused, stricken by uncertainty. It was in this moment that I felt the trade wind Shale had spoken of; it blew cold from the east, inspiring another shudder in the fruit trees. Then the landscape fell silent, expectant, and I saw that a god had arrived exactly in the same place Shale had deposited me. Rowena’s threshold for visitors, I soon learned, as she liked to make them walk the orchard first.

My eyes narrowed as I watched this new visitor stride through the grass, kicking fallen fruit out of his way with sandaled feet. The sun spangled his long ashen hair and moss-green robes. His arms were bare, corded with muscle and tanned from days lounging in the sun. His face was perfectly symmetrical with elegant dark brows, high cheekbones, a lean nose, a pouty mouth.

When he stepped into the clearing—he had yet to glance up and notice me—I was struck by his beauty. It rooted me to the step. It made me forget my mission, drowning out my inner voice, which was begging me, Hide … do not let him see you.

I drew a sharp breath. I could taste a hint of his magic—rainfall, crushed lilies, damp warm soil, pollen on rose petals.

He glanced up, sensing my stare. His bright blue eyes locked with mine and he halted abruptly. It was impossible for me to tell his age—he exuded the radiance and vigor of a younger god—but even then, he was far older than me. I only surmised this because he was confident, regaining his composure before I did.

He approached, sandals clicking on the marble as he stood on the same stair as I did. It was only then, when I had his undivided attention, when he loomed over me, blotting out the setting sun and the winking stars, when I could see the amber flecks in his eyes and feel the warmth of his presence, that I sensed my peril.

“And who,” he said in a melodic tenor, “might you be, little goddess?”

“Who says that I am a goddess?” I countered.

My question made his eyes break from mine, perusing me in slow, attentive strokes. His attention snagged on my belt, and I held my breath, hoping he would not see what Rowena had found in me. The features of my nameless father.

“I say that you are divine,” he eventually said. “Do you want to know why?”

“Why?”

“Because I can smell your essence, and it is one that I have never encountered before.” He leaned closer, drawing a deep inhale. “You are parchment, ink, cloves. You are water dripping down stone, and the smoke of a burning scroll. You are something deeper, darker still. Something I am not sure how to describe, which means you came from the realm far below. The only place I have never been.”

He leaned away. His smile was wide, exposing a row of perfectly set teeth.

“I will ask you again, Underling goddess,” he said, lower this time, as if we were exchanging secrets. “Tell me your name and your magic, and I will tell you mine.”

“You are the god of spring,” I said. “I can smell your essence just as vividly.”

My response shocked him. He merely stared down at me, jaw clenched, and I knew that I had spoken right. And that could be a dangerous thing in the presence of a proud divine.

This was the god who chased away my mother’s winter powers every year. Whom she had no choice but to bow and surrender to, letting him melt the ice, the snow, the bitter gray sky, the cold ground.

“And your name is Warin,” I added, remembering all the times I had heard Zenia curse him when winter ended. When she sprawled on her bed, weakened, and I savored the warm effervescent water in the rill.

“You are a sharp tool, aren’t you?” he said. “Is that why the Underling denizens have kept you hidden from us?”

He reached out to trace my cheek with his knuckles. I stiffened. A warning rang through me, and I took a step back before he could touch me.

Warin frowned. “I have no desire to hurt you. You are but a child, I see, and quite rough around the edges. Although I expect nothing less from the Underlings. And yet you are here in our realm now, a mystery in flesh, and I must wonder why. Who brought you? What is your name?”

“Warin.”

Rowena’s voice pierced the air, drawing our attention. She stood on the top stair, glowering down at us.

“Leave the child alone, and be gone,” she said with a wave of her hand.

“Have you forgotten our meetings?” Warin asked, petulant. “You canceled the last one, and the one before that. Please, Matriarch, I need your wisdom.”

“I am preoccupied, and I have a guest. One who arrived before you, so you need to leave.”

“And who, pray tell, is this guest?” Warin asked, looking at me again.

“Keep her presence here a secret, and I will meet with you tomorrow,” Rowena said. “But if I hear mention of her in court, I will know it was you, and I will break your bones and drink your marrow. Do you understand me?”

Warin was quiet for a beat, as if the need to gossip at court was burgeoning in his chest. But an appointment with Fate eventually weighed more on the scales.

“I understand,” he said to Rowena, bowing to her. And then quieter, although just as sharply, he said to me, “Until I see you again.”

I watched him retreat down the same path he had first taken, through the orchard’s shadows and shed fruit to the threshold in the grass. He stood there a few moments, his back angled to us, until the eastern trade wind arrived. Then he vanished, like a wink of the eye.

This form of travel fascinated me as much as it unnerved me. I felt the lack of my knowledge like gaps between teeth, and I was thinking of how I might ride the winds alone when I heard Rowena clear her throat.

“Why have you come here, child?”

I gazed at her, my mind spinning when I thought back on my reason for coming. Adria. Bade. Death’s letter.

“I have a message,” I replied.

“Speak up. I cannot hear you.” With that, she turned and vanished back into her villa.

I took that as an official invitation to join her, and I hurried up the length of stairs.

At the top, I stood between two pillars, soaking up my surroundings.

Rowena’s villa was open and airy. There were no walls, but white drapes fluttered between columns, and the floor was smooth marble. Wildflowers bloomed from small cracks, and ivy was growing up a rugged wooden table set with pots and jars and a bowl brimming with honey, glistening on the comb. The vines then encircled a round feather bed, as well as a small prayer brazier, whose embers flared red.

Mortals bury their prayers to Underling gods, but they burn them for Skywards.

I would have spent more time studying this fascinating brazier, keen to learn how prayers arrived through it, but Rowena pulled my focus to the far side of the villa, where she sat weaving on a loom. The sight made my heart pause, as if I had been here before, long ago. As if I were remembering something I had forgotten.

I walked closer and then understood my reaction: It was a twin to the loom Orphia tended in the under realm. A loom with a never-ending tapestry spilling from its clutches.

“You and your sister have the same loom?” I asked, forgetting my fear.

“Yes,” Rowena said, but her eyes were riveted to her work. A pattern that I could not see. “This is how we speak to each other these days. What I weave, she undoes. And all her warps and wefts? I pick them apart. We strive to outdo the other by making patterns that cannot be unraveled.”

“That sounds like a difficult way to make progress on a tapestry.”

“Life is difficult, is it not? The threads reflect it.”

I was quiet, remembering the words she had spoken over me in the orchard. I have woven her threads wrong on the loom.

“Will you undo the pattern Orphia has woven for me?” I said in a wavering tone.

“No, child. It is too late for that. I must now look ahead when it comes to your threads.” Rowena frowned at the tapestry, tapping her lip with one long fingernail. “I saw you born as a herald, but I failed to see you as half-Skyward. It was my mistake, my oversight. For that, your fate is now cloudy to me, save for one thing.”

I waited, but she did not offer what this one thing was.

Before I could ask, a small white owl flew into the villa, coming to rest on a perch beside Rowena’s shoulder. The bird stared at me with large golden eyes, and I shivered, realizing this was one of her pets. Fate’s owls could discern the design she—as well as Orphia—wove on their shared loom. The birds would then fly to the mortal realm, exposing our life stories in dreams to writers, bards, and poets, such as Adria. That was how our divine myths were translated to humankind. That was also how our stories become twisted. Sometimes humans embellished or changed them.

“I assume your owls have not shared anything about me to mortals?” I said.

“You can answer that yourself. Do mortals know of you? Pray to you? Sing of you?”

No, I was quick to think, but then I remembered Vincent, and my breath caught. He had been dreaming of me for seasons now. Our fates must be entwined on the loom, even if Rowena would not confess it to me, and I imagined one of her owls had seen such and decided to meddle with Vincent’s dreams.

I stared at the bird, but she turned her attention away, watching Fate continue to weave.

“Now, then.” Rowena set down her shuttle, glaring at me. “What is this message you have for me?”

I hated how I trembled. I hated how I felt small and uncertain, withdrawing Orphia’s letter from my belt.

“A request,” I said, holding the parchment out to her. “From your sister.”

Rowena froze, staring at the letter. I thought she might refuse it, and prepared myself to persuade her, when she surprised me.

“I knew this was coming,” she said softly, more to herself than to me. She walked around the loom, her clawed feet clacking on the floor. “I could see it in the threads, and yet … I thought it would come much later.”

Did she speak of Adria’s ascension as goddess? Bade’s disgrace?

It gave me hope, and I watched as she opened the letter, reading it with an inscrutable expression. And then the strangest thing occurred: Rowena threw back her head and laughed, and it was a cawing, contagious sound.

“How odd is this,” she said, her voice turning smoky. “How delicious. I will not be outdone, sister.”

“Then … you will grant four of your stars to make Adria’s constellation?” I whispered. It suddenly hurt to speak.

Rowena seemed not to hear. She strode to her table, shooing a host of butterflies away to reveal a stack of parchment, an inkstand, a white-feathered quill. But she did not write a message in reply, as I was expecting. She took a paring knife sheathed on her leather belt and cut her palm. With her ichor, she drew a five-studded constellation on the parchment.

“Deliver this to Adria,” Rowena said, handing the sheet to me. At once, my magic began to pull me to the Poet Queen. A warm firelit room, the smell of oiled leather, the distant clink of a forge.

She was in Bade’s burrow.

I took the parchment, shining with golden stars, and carefully stored it in my pocket. “What am I supposed to do after it is delivered?”

“Orphia will know. She is with Adria, waiting for you to arrive. Now go. Take the western trade wind back to the mortal realm. Should you ride the eastern one, you’ll be delayed, arriving at the Skyward hall instead. And I think you should avoid that for now.”

I nodded and hurried to the stairs, my pulse quickening, when she stopped me.

“Herald?” Rowena called. “What sort of goddess is made when Fate and Death come together in unison after centuries of enmity and strife?”

I paused, far too anxious to play a guessing game.

“I do not know, Matriarch,” I said. “Tell me.”

Rowena smiled, revealing sharp, crooked teeth. “We create a goddess of peace.”








X
We Are All Doomed




MATILDA

I rode the western trade wind back to the mortal realm, just as Rowena had advised. It was like stepping into a current of warm water, letting it carry me to my destination. A quick, breathless way to travel, and one that challenged my sense of control—I disliked trusting something that I could not see or command—and I staggered, weak-kneed, when my feet landed on mortal soil. Thankfully, I held the meager contents of my stomach down this time.

The wind soughed around me, spreading dark gray clouds overhead. Somewhere, Shale was laughing, amused and perhaps proud of my first ride on the trade winds.

I did not have the luxury to savor my small victory. It was eventide, and more time had passed than I realized.

My mouth was parched and I swallowed, tasting the sting of bile. I stomped my feet until the blood returned like needles, and I sprinted across the sprawl of land to the closest Underling door I could locate. A door that was convenient but risky to access, due to it being hidden in the ruins of an abandoned castle.

Sometimes, brigands and criminals took shelter in the crumbling remains. Sometimes, even mischievous gods lurked here, waiting for an unsuspecting mortal to come by. I hid behind the stone-stacked wall, studying the eldritch fortress as night stained the air. I drew one breath, then another, waiting. But there were no remnants of life, no movement, no light.

Quietly, I crept forward into the weed-tangled courtyard, broken flagstones shifting beneath my feet. I was approaching the cellar door that led down to our underworld when a different door caught my eye. Another wall must have crumbled since I had last visited this place, leaving behind a lintel with an oakwood door, standing alone and intact. A wasted doorway.

It had most likely been a bedchamber door before the walls had collapsed, and I was inexplicably drawn to it. My heart pounded when I set my hand upon the iron handle. My magic stirred as I pushed on the rusty hinges.

I was not met by the same dull landscape of a ruined fortress at night.

I had opened a doorway to another world.



The ground was pink clay, rolling into hillocks and vales, cracked with tiny lavender veins. Strange trees grew long crooked boughs that touched the ground before reaching for the sky, their cream bark peeling like parchment, their branches studded with translucent leaves that blinked with fireflies. There was an iridescent creek that flowed, its water streaked with starlight.

But perhaps the oddest thing of all was the sky.

It was many colors, like sunset after a tempest, and it hosted two suns—one greater, one smaller—and four different moons, all trapped in different phases. There was also an endless array of stars, and I recognized the constellations that hung, glittering like spilled salt. There was my mother’s cunning, her winter, her fire. There was Bade’s war. There was Phelyra’s revelry and coin, one shining in the east, the other in the south. Alva’s dreams and nightmares. And there was my own constellation, the stars of a herald, six bright points shaped as a kestrel in flight.

I took a few steps forward, stopping when an arch of obsidian bloomed from the road before me. When I leaned closer to study it, I could feel the heady pull of magic. This was a gateway, leading to another mystery, and I stared into its swirl of colors. Just as I began to make sense of the scene before me, I was greeted by something unexpected.

“Red!” Vincent’s voice spilled through the gate, an echo that made my heart leap into my throat. “Where have you been? How did you find me?”

I strained my sight, trying to catch a glimpse of him in the wavering illusion of the gate. I could sense him, but I could not see him. And if I stepped through this gate, who knew where I would be, how far I would wander. I feared I would lose myself.

Trembling, I stepped back through the door into the cold remains of the castle. The odd moonstone in my belt flared, as if warning me. I glanced down to see the eye was almost fully open, and somehow I knew this was not a good thing. Whatever this stone enabled me to see, I would regret it.

I shut the wasted door.



Down I ran through the under realm, the fog nipping at my ankles.

I ran through the hall, which was surprisingly empty save for vassals who were scrubbing Adria’s blood from the floor. I ran through corridors that were so familiar to me I could have moved through them with my eyes shut. I ran, ignoring the shouts of curious gods that I passed, until all I heard was my own heart, beating like a drum in my ears.

When I reached the forge, I saw Hem standing quietly by the bellows, his sorrow tangible as the smoke that rose from the dying embers.

“Hem?” I rasped, my weariness and relief so keen I could have sobbed. “Am I too late?”

“Matilda,” Hem said, hope overtaking his face like I was the sun, breaking a storm. He motioned me closer, pulling open the door that led to Bade’s burrow. “Come. They are waiting for you.”

I hurried through the doorway and walked along a darkened corridor. My fingertips brushed the cool wall and facets of embedded rubies. But I could see light in the distance, marking Bade’s burrow. For all the times I had trained with him at the forge, I had never set foot in his home.

The tunnel spilled me into a cavernous chamber. Anchoring the room was a long table burdened with armor, a great sword, a pot of oil, leather-bound books, a loaf of bread, a wheel of cheese, and several goblets of half-drunk wine. Chainmail hung from the rafters, glimmering like starlit shrouds. Sheepskin was spread over the floor, leading my eyes to the hearth, where Bade sat in a chair, holding Adria on his lap.

He had removed her armor; it sat at their feet, mangled. Adria now wore one of Bade’s tunics. The soft wool swallowed her slender frame, and her wounds continued to bleed. Her blood seeped through the fabric, dripping in rivulets down her bare legs.

She rested in his arms but continued to breathe, defiant. Eyes closed, she drew shallow sips of air. Even with the goddess of death standing nearby, waiting to collect her soul, the Poet Queen fought to remain alive.

“Matilda,” Bade whispered.

Many gods had been skeptical that I would find my way Skyward and convince Fate to surrender her stars. Later, I would discover they had cast bets in the hall after I had dashed off, and only a few goddesses—Alva being one of them—had believed I would succeed. Not even my mother thought I could do it, but I think it was due to her hope that I wouldn’t find myself on a path that would intersect with my father. Even blessed Orphia, who had appointed me on this mission, did not think I would return victorious, and she glanced at me now with a rare display of compassion, as if preparing for me to announce my failure.

I stepped forward, the firelight spilling over me, warm and golden. I held Bade’s tortured gaze—he was dying with her, breathing with her—and I reached for the moonstone’s pocket. I called forth Rowena’s letter and held it in the space between us.

“I have a message,” I said. “For Adria.”

The room went very quiet, save for the crackle of the flames and Adria’s sawing breaths. But then she roused the last of her strength and looked at me, and there was such gentleness in her eyes, such gratitude, that I understood why mortal kind had bowed to her.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Bade…”

I realized she could not move her arm. It sat at an odd angle, broken, and Bade was carefully shifting her so that he could accept the letter, when Orphia swooped in and snatched the parchment from me.

“Mother,” Bade said, displeased.

But the goddess of death was not listening. She tore open the parchment and gazed at the five stars Fate had surrendered, the ichor still wet on the page.

“Of course my sister will give five to my four,” Orphia huffed. “But this is enough. Bade, hold out Adria’s right palm.”

That was her broken arm, and he moved her carefully. Even so, Adria winced, her head lolling back in pain. But once her right hand was upturned, Orphia dipped her nail in her sister’s ichor and drew the five stars Rowena had given on Adria’s palm.

Five stars of Fate on her right, and four stars of Death on her sinister hand.

Adria would be a divine of the High Court. And as Rowena had foretold, she would become the Underling goddess of peace.

Once the constellations were drawn, they melted into Adria’s skin. She heaved a great sigh and Bade tensed, staring at her face, like he believed she was about to slip away. But she only fell unconscious. The pallor of her skin began to recede; rosiness bloomed across her cheeks. Her shadow on the floor grew dark, no longer wavering.

I glanced down and saw the eye in the moonstone had shut again.

“Adria?” Bade rasped.

“Let her sleep.” Orphia folded the parchment and tucked it away into her black robes. “It will take a while for the magic to settle within her. And her wounds are deep.”

The goddess of death soon departed. I imagined she was eager to look at her scrying mirror, to watch the four stars shift from her constellation, and the five stars fall from Fate’s, to meet in a new configuration, igniting a dark patch of sky.

I would have liked to witness this miracle myself, but my desire to remain close to Bade and Adria held me back.

Quiet, peaceful air filled the chamber. I watched, feeling like I was a moth on the wall, as Bade brushed the hair from Adria’s brow. A touch that was familiar, confident, as if he had caressed her this way many times before. A strange emotion welled in my throat and hung there as he carried Adria to the back room, to lie her down on his bed.

I wanted to resist my feelings, how they crept over me like moss.

But I bowed to them.

And I wondered how it was possible for my heart to miss something that I had never experienced.



Alone, I sat at the table and began to sift through one of the books, surprised to find its pages brimming with drawings. Bade’s illustrations, I realized, which were impressive and detailed, depicting an array of weapons. One in particular caught my attention. It looked like a tall triangle, with a long pole. Trebuchet was scrawled beneath it in Bade’s horrible handwriting, along with the distance it could catapult rocks.

I studied the trebuchet, reaching for the bread. I broke off a generous hunk and ate as I read about siege weapons and Bade’s insights from battle, my legs pulled close to my chest.

I did not expect him to return to the common chamber. No, I imagined that he had forgotten that I existed. He would want to sit close to Adria’s side, waiting for her to wake, fully transformed. So when he reemerged moments later, I was surprised, rye still in hand.

“Matilda,” Bade said, and I rose, setting the bread aside.

“Is she sleeping?” I asked.

He nodded, and now that his arms were empty and he no longer needed to be her strength, I saw how exhausted he was. How he sagged, like wet rags on a line.

“Here, sit,” I said, pulling out my chair. “I can pour you some wine, and fetch some fresh bread, and—”

“No.”

His command made me pause.

“Come here,” he said, gentler.

I walked to him, and he surprised me yet again when he opened his arms and drew me into them, embracing me tightly. I laid my ear upon his chest, where I could hear the steady thrum of his heart—his fault line, the weak point in his armor—and I closed my eyes.

He held me like a mortal father embraces his daughter, like nothing could tear me from him. It was the familial love I had often seen in dreams and marveled over, because it was absent—or very well hidden—in the immortal world.

“Thank you,” he said, the words rumbling through me.

My throat was too narrow to speak; I only held on to him tighter in response. But my mind was reeling, full of sharp-toothed wonderings.

This is the beginning of the end, I thought. If heartless gods can be made soft by such love, we are all doomed.








XI
Company for Old Souls




MATILDA

I was not there when Adria at last woke as a goddess.

She slept for three days and three nights, and eventually my mother demanded I return to our burrow and leave Bade to his disgrace. I bristled at this—how could she speak so ill of her own ally?—but swiftly learned she was “court speaking.” Gossip was simmering through the hall and corridors. The once powerful and fearsome god of war has marred himself by loving a mortal woman, and now he has thrown the stars into chaos by making her one of us.

The chaos was truly an exaggeration, but it illuminated a deeply buried fear.

Adria was the goddess of peace, but could there be more to her powers that we did not know of?

“This cannot lead to anything good,” Phelyra stated one night when the alliance—sans Bade—had gathered beside our fire, drinking wine. At some point I had realized that all of them—Phelyra, Alva, Zenia, Bade—were gods whom mortals feared. Prayers written to them were fueled by worry and tension and fright, never by love or devotion, and the divines only grew more powerful for it. I mulled over this as I sat off to the side, sorting those fear-stricken prayers that had come in for my mother. But I was listening intently to their conversation.

“Adria is not one of us,” Phelyra continued. “She will never belong here. Bade has done her a terrible disservice. He should have let her die in glory on the battlefield.”

“Adria will be fine here,” Alva said in a drunken lilt. “Besides, that is four less stars for Orphia, and five less stars for Rowena.”

“I did not know you cared to count stars,” Phelyra said with a shrewd glance. “You have never stolen magic before.”

“That is because I don’t care.” Alva drained the rest of her wine, heedless. “And I did not know you cared so much about mortal feelings, Phel. I thought you would be far more worried about what impact Adria’s divinity will have on ours.”

“Impact?” my mother echoed.

“Yes.” Alva poured another chalice of wine, at which Zenia twitched her nose in disapproval. “Do you not wonder about it? How might her magic influence ours?”

“Oh, you are speaking to rile us, Alvie,” Phelyra drawled. The moniker drew a thunderous expression from Alva. “A nine-point constellation is good, but magic rooted in peace is weak, submissive. I think we should worry more as to how Bade will try to use this to his advantage.”

“He does not want to use her,” I snapped, unable to keep my mouth shut.

All three goddesses turned to look at me, sitting with the heap of written prayers.

“What I mean to say,” I amended, cooler, “is that he does love her. He does not want to control her.”

“You are young, sweet one.” Phelyra’s tone was patronizing. I ground my teeth. “One day, you will understand this better.”

“Leave her be,” Alva said. “She knows more about mortal kind than you.”

“What do you mean?” My mother’s voice was sharp.

I went rigid, suddenly afraid to look up. Alva and her drunken tongue were about to expose the fact that she lent me dream scrolls. That I had forged a connection with a mortal boy named Vincent.

“Because she is the herald of all three realms,” Alva replied, and I released a slow, tremulous breath, continuing to sort the prayers my mother had been ignoring for a sennight now.

Their conversation drifted to other matters, but it wasn’t until they began to leave that I realized Alva was not at all drunk. She deftly slipped a dream scroll to me with a wink, her eyes clear and shining like jewels. What game was she playing?

I waited until my mother went to market, and then I cracked open the scroll, scanning the inked dreams for Vincent’s. I found it toward the end, which meant it must have been dreamt the other night.

He was sitting at a desk in his bedchamber, writing a letter. The light streamed in through the window, awakening a sheen of blue in his long black hair.

The door swung open, and he glanced up, his eyes wide when he saw that it was me on the threshold.

“Red!” he cried, standing so quickly he overturned his chair. I could hear joy in his voice; I could see delight limn his face as he looked at me. The air between us became golden, sweet. It felt like reuniting with someone after missing them for a long time. “Where have you been? How did you find me?”

I did not answer.

In fact, I was frowning, as if I could not see him.

He hurried across the room to reach me, but I shut the door in his face, and the dream broke.

I rolled up the scroll.

My hands felt icy, my heart was erratic.

The wasted door at the fortress. I had opened it and seen a strange land. A gate that led to a dreamscape.

Quickly, I donned my sandals and reached for a cloak. I hid the scroll in one of my belt pockets before I went to the coffer in the back room. Gold and silver coins rested within; they were cold in my cupped palm, shimmering like water when I ran my fingers through them. They were so plentiful here in the under realm, as were the gemstones, that I sometimes forgot their true value. Sighing, I grasped coins by the handful, filling two more pockets.

If I was going to leave, I needed to do so now, before my mother returned.

The spiders watched me from their far-strung cobwebs; the fire danced high in the hearth, eager to catch a glimpse of me as I slipped soundlessly from the burrow.



Commotion echoed down the corridors as I ran through them, the fog ebbing low. It sounded like a violent argument had spawned in the hall, but this was commonplace ever since Adria had been immortalized, and I continued on my way, reaching the wasted door at the ruined fortress without being seen.

There were no clouds that night, and a full moon was rising, spilling silver light across the broken flagstones.

I did not know what to expect when I reached the wasted door this time. My stomach was in a knot as the oakwood creaked open, revealing the pink hills, the strange trees, the two suns and four moons. The constellations that burned in a sunset sky.

“Vincent?” I called.

Only silence met me.

I stepped into this realm, leaving the door ajar. For every ten strides I took, I reached into my pocket and dropped a coin, so I could find my way back to the threshold. To my shock, the coins had transformed. They were no longer gold and silver but Skyward currency. Pieces of the sky that could melt into music.

Time passed as I wandered, leaving a trail of coins behind me. I searched but could not locate an obsidian archway that would lead me to Vincent’s dream. In fact, I was alone here in this bizarre land, and soon my thirst grew so great that I knelt at the iridescent stream, eager to sip from it. But when I lowered my hands into its currents, there was nothing. It was an illusion, and my heart gave a lurch of fear.

“Will you walk with me to the mists, Matilda?” asked a deep, sad voice.

Startling, I turned to see a god, familiar even though I had never spoken directly to him. Xan, the handsome god of iron, who was of the Underling High Court. I was surprised that he even knew my name, that he had stopped here to make a request of me, until I saw that his throat had been shorn. Bright, hot ichor was pouring from the fatal wound. I watched it stream down his broad chest, drip from his fingers like rain.

Is this a dream? I wondered, rising.

“What happened to you?”

“Come, walk with me,” he said again, but he did not wait to see if I would. “Keep an old soul company.”

He resumed his journey, following a well-worn path that snaked toward the light of the full moon. Up one hill, and down another. His steps were lumbering, his pace measured. I quickly caught up to him.

“Are you dreaming, Xan?” I asked. “Is that why I see you here?”

He laughed. “Dreaming? No, child. I am dead.”

I bit my lip, uncertain what to say.

He glanced askew at me, his hazel eyes lively despite his macabre announcement.

“You see the wound, yes?”

“Yes, but you are speaking. Your voice—”

“The dead can still speak, that is, until we reach the gate at the mists.” We walked a few more paces in silence, and then he said, “Are you dead? I see no wound on you.”

“I … do not think so?”

“You sound uncertain.”

“I have never been here before, but I was breathing when I arrived.”

“Has your mother not told you of the wasteland?” Xan asked. “This is where all of us go, if and when we die. Divine and mortals both, should humans desire paradise instead of becoming shades in our courts. This is how we reach the mists. We must find the gate and walk through it to achieve eternal rest. But only if the Gatekeeper deems us worthy enough to pass.”

“Oh, yes.” I tucked hair behind my ear, although Zenia had only mentioned the wastes and the dreaded Gatekeeper to me once. A bedtime tale that I had thought was mere myth, based on her reluctance to repeat it. Now, my mind overflowed with theories as to how I had stepped through a door to reach this place. How I was—hopefully—not dead, but trespassing in a scape for the deceased, but then I remembered Vincent and how I had been present in his dream. I had heard his voice here.

Is he dead? Worry cut through me, making my breaths skip. No. Logic tamped down my wild thoughts. Alva’s scroll proved he was dreaming. He is alive.

“Ah, here we are,” Xan said.

We had reached the gate of the mists. The gate to paradise.

In my mother’s tale, she had described it much differently. A beautiful structure of latticed iron and jewels that opened and closed according to the Gatekeeper’s fickle desire. A barrier that could have been found in the under realm. Well, as I stood beside the dead god of iron himself, I saw that this was a gate unlike anything I had ever seen.

It looked to be made of smooth bone, and it was huge. Its arch loomed like a wishbone against the burgundy and saffron of the sky, and the closer we approached, the more it hummed, like the notes of a harp that had just faded. There was nothing to bar entrance to it, but the mist was thick and swirling within. When I opened my mouth to breathe, desperate with thirst, I caught the moisture on my tongue and drank it down. It was enticing and sweet, like flowers in our underground rill.

“What happens now?” I asked, glancing up at Xan.

His attention was on the mist. I could see the thirst in his eyes, the intensity carving grooves into his face.

“We wait,” he said, but his voice had lost its luster.

I glanced down to see he had no shadow, even though I did, and I shivered.

The ground rumbled. Again, and again, like the tread of heavy feet. The Gatekeeper at last appeared through the mist to meet us.

She was a giantess. A wizened crone with long, silver hair. She had one opaque eye with a milky-blue iris, dark pupil, and long lashes. Her face looked chiseled from pale rocks, the facets harsh and bold as if the sculptor had been in a hurry while forming her features. Her teeth were bloodstained and filed into sharpened points, and her dress was gray, gathering over one shoulder with a knot made of white and black hair.

“I see you have kindly brought my eye back to me,” she said in a voice so rich the sunset grew bolder around her.

A beat passed before I realized she was speaking to me, and the blood clotted in my veins. Slowly, I glanced down to my belt to see the moonstone eye was fully open. I had not even felt its flare of heat, like last time, when Adria had been dying.

“Forgive me,” I said, my voice hoarse with fear and thirst. “I … let me remove the stone. I did not know—”

“No, child. That is where it belongs: on your belt. I would not have plucked out my eye the night you were born and tossed it to the under realm for your mother to harvest had I not desired it.” Her attention shifted to Xan, her brows arching. “And who have you brought to my gate?”

“I did not bring him—” I rushed to say in the same moment that Xan said, “The god of iron. Xan of Underling. My immortality has been snuffed due to trickery and bad luck.”

“You mean to say the only magic you possessed has been stolen, and you have come to me, disgraced,” said the Gatekeeper, lip curled. “You have come hoping I will let you pass into the mists, culled of power and honor.”

Xan made no reply.

A lump lodged in my throat as the awkward silence continued.

“Gatekeeper,” I finally said. “What is this place called?”

“The name of this realm is so old there is no longer a word for it. Not even I can remember it, and I was here, roaming these hills, gazing up at a starless sky, for centuries. But that was long before I gave birth to Death and Fate, and my shed blood became the constellations.” She traced the knot of hair at her shoulder. My stomach churned when I realized it was hair cut from her daughters. Orphia and Rowena. “So now it is simply called the wasteland, where souls from the dead who long for paradise embark on their final journey to my gate. And to those who I refuse admittance … well, they are doomed to forever wander with unspeakable thirst. They become nightmares.”

“Nightmares?” I echoed. “Then this place is also—”

“Where living souls drift during dreams, yes.” The giantess smiled, but it was a terrifying sight, and it took every fiber of my being not to lurch backward. “Alva also treads here, although not corporeally, like you. Only in her mind. And she has never found my gate.”

“I do not understand,” I said, swallowing. “I am just a herald.”

“A herald who carries words, and perhaps something else,” the Gatekeeper crooned, and her one eye turned to regard Xan, who stood quiet and still as a statue at my side. “Why should I let you pass into the mists? What accolades can you claim? Convince me that you are worthy.” Before he could reply, she withdrew a golden balancing scale from her pocket and set it on the ground with a thud.

I stared at that scale, its two opposing pans empty, ready to be filled.

Xan also stared, his breath unsteady.

Was this, then, how the Gatekeeper decided who was worthy of the mists? By the weights of a scale?

Xan listed off his many achievements, but the Gatekeeper swatted her hand through the air, as if his words were a pesky fly.

“No, no,” she said. “Start at the beginning.”

We would be here a long while if she wanted all the minute details of a god’s life. Xan began again, this time with the night he had been born, when the stars had woken in the sky with his first cry. But he did not get a weight tossed upon the scales until he told us the story of how once, in his youth, he had challenged Dacre to a footrace through the darkest stretch of the catacombs. Only then did the Gatekeeper’s eye brighten and she dropped the stone on the right pan of the scale.

Not a stone, I realized as I leaned slightly closer, studying it. A finger bone, and I could only wonder whose it had been. A god’s? A mortal’s? Someone who had been denied passage beneath the arch?

Xan learned swiftly what the Gatekeeper wanted. It was not good deeds, although sometimes she cast another bone in favor of him when he had been gracious or compassionate. It was the bloody stories, the heartbreaking tales. The terrible decisions and the wretched moments.

She did not want to hear about restrained living.

She wanted to know how much of a mark a soul had left behind.

Xan was doing well. The scales were weighted in his favor, and as he droned on, my mind wandered to the goddess of nightmares and dreams.

Alva.

I wondered if she had sensed this strange magic in me from the beginning. If she had known that I could visit the wasteland, and—consequently—dreams, which were her forte. I wondered if that had been the true motivation to slip the scrolls to me. Not to offer me entertainment or help me broaden my knowledge of mortals but to test me in some way.

What did she see in me, and what did she want?

Would she eventually choose to kill me, to take this nameless magic for herself?

The right pan of Xan’s scales hit the ground with a musical clink.

“That is enough,” the Gatekeeper announced with a feral smile. A bracelet made of skulls rattled down her forearm. “You may pass into paradise, Xan of Underling. Unless you would prefer to have the herald escort you?”

Xan frowned, glancing at me. His wound had finally ceased bleeding, as if all his ichor had run dry.

“Escort me where?” he queried. “She is not dead. She cannot step into the mists.”

The Gatekeeper fell silent, but her eye was transfixed upon me, as if I had the answer.

I did not.

I had no inkling what she implied, but I felt like I should. A shudder rippled through me, and I shifted my weight, keen to run back to the wasted door. To leave this place, and never return.

“Apologies,” I said to him, a scratch of a whisper. “I do not know what she means.”

“It is just as well,” Xan sighed. “I can escort myself.”

I watched as he stepped forward, his shoulders pinned back in a proud stance. He was about to pass through the gate, the mists swirling as if hungry to welcome him, when my curiosity sparked one final question.

“Xan?” I called and he paused, looking at me. “Who killed you? Who stole your magic?”

He was quiet for a moment, a troubled expression creasing his brow, as if to think back on his immortal life came with a swell of pain now. But then the distress dwindled, and peace overtook him.

“The god of spring,” he answered, just as he disappeared into the mists. “Warin of Skyward.”








XII
Dreams in the Wasteland




MATILDA

I ran over the parched hills, retracing the path Xan and I had taken to the gate.

That sharp-edged name still echoed through me.

Warin of Skyward.

I shivered, a conflicting medley of hot and cold pulsing down my bones. I had stood alone on a step with him. He had almost touched my cheek with his murderous, conniving hand.

What is your name?

I was relieved that I had kept it from him.

My trail of coins still glimmered upon the ground, marking my path home. I picked them up, breathless, and let them clink into my pocket. I was nearing the door at the ruined fortress, ready to shake the pink dust of this place from my feet, when something caught the corner of my eye.

An archway made of obsidian sprouted from the ground. And within the frame of midnight stone was another scene entirely.

Another gateway to a dream. One that I had been hoping to find.

I drew closer to it, the vision rippling like water, but when it came back into relief, I was shocked to see a rain-drenched cliff, and a boy clinging to the side. This was a nightmare of Vincent’s.

I did not hesitate, not even for a moment.

I stepped through the dark gate.








XIII
Scales, Coins, and a Girl with Crimson Hair




VINCENT

There was a dead eithral at the top of the cliff.

It had been such an unlikely event that it had distracted us from the grief of the Poet Queen’s death. For nights, I dreamt of reaching the beast that had killed Adria and, with her, our hope. Of taking a scale within my hand not to wield it in any way, but to simply claim that I had touched magic.

I had taken hold of the impossible.

And so I fell prey to the same dream, night after night, and yet I never could reach the top of the cliff. Most nights, my two older brothers were there; they passed me on the climb, making it to the top with ease, and called down to me, again and again, but not even their voices could rouse my courage once fear froze me to the mountainside. Another night, it was Hugh Delavoy, our family’s ally, who was urging me to climb faster and was disappointed when I could not reach the top.

“Do you not see it, Vincent?” he called down to me urgently. “We need the scales. We could kill a god with one.”

“I do not want to kill a god,” I tried to say, but my voice was gone.

One night, he vanished after expressing his disappointment in me.

I was left hanging there, my fingers clinging to the tiny cracks of the cliff’s face, every muscle burning in an effort not to let go, the rain pouring mercilessly from the clouds. If I glanced down, there was nothing but slick stone and mist that cloaked a deep darkness. If I looked up, I could see the eithral, a distant white smudge in the rain, one clawed wing limp and torn like a sail.

I was too afraid to climb higher.

That is when Red appeared, as if by enchantment.

She held on to the rock beside me, close enough that our elbows touched.

“Hello,” she said, so bright and innocent that the dream nearly broke. “What a surprise to find you here.”

“Yes?” I winced, thinking I sounded daft. But ever since I had seen her in the waking world, my tongue had become knotted around her. “W-where did you come from?”

“A gate,” Red replied, as if this made perfect sense. She did not give me time to ask further questions. She tilted her chin upward, and the rain glistened in her long, unbound hair. “You are trying to reach the top?”

I nodded, my arms aching from holding the same position for so long. Fear crept across my skin, leaving gooseflesh behind.

“Then come. I will climb with you.” She began to shift forward, reaching for the next handhold.

My limbs felt heavy as iron.

“I … can’t,” I whispered. “I’m going to fall.”

Red paused, and then lowered herself down so that she was beside me again.

“Vincent,” she said, a warm whisper. “You are dreaming. Anything is possible here. It is yours to command.”

Her words slowly sank into me, and where once there was gray, cold rain, there was now sun and blue sky. And where once there was hardly anything to hold on to, there was now a rope.

This was my first time lucid dreaming. Suddenly, I possessed magic of my own. I felt like an echo of a god.

We climbed together to the top, where the eithral remained sprawled in death. Her chest had been cleaved open. The god of war’s great obsidian sword was still buried there, its rubied hilt flashing in the sun. But what caught our attention was the horrifying fact that the iridescent scales had been picked clean. Only one remained on the beast’s shoulder, scabbed with silver blood.

Red seemed struck by this sight. She eased down to her knees, staring at it, face wan.

“It’s just a dream,” I reminded her. But when I tried to make the scales grow back, I came up empty. It was just a dream, but its taproot was truth. “Who do you think harvested them?”

“I do not know,” she said, a tense note in her voice. “But my mother tells me the Skywards want them. They use the scales for power and they pay a great amount for them on the black market.” She paused, and then murmured, “Do you want the last one?”

I thought I wanted it, but when I reached out to trace the lone scale, my chest felt hollow, strung full of webs.

“No,” I said.

“Then take us somewhere else. Take me away from here.”

I did not think I was strong enough to do it, but Red’s presence—her words—stirred something in me. I took her hand and the dead eithral became smoke, the cliff melted into ink.

We were standing in my bedroom. The fire was burning in the hearth. The window was open, as I liked, for when the white owl visited me, and I could hear the river. The chainmail and armor I had been begging for for years were laid across my bed, as if it was only now, in nightmares, that my father deemed me strong enough to earn my steel.

Red walked to the hearth, her fingers touching her moonstone belt.

“Do you want to see something?” she asked. “A secret my mother once showed me?”

I followed her, nodding. “Yes.”

She placed a strange coin on my palm. It shone with a sickle moon and a smattering of stars.

“What is this?” I asked, examining it closer. “A piece of the sky?”

“A Skyward coin.” A second one appeared in her fingers, the mirror of a sunrise. She tossed it into the fire, where I watched, amazed, as music wove through the flames.

We took turns after that, sitting knee to knee on the hearthstone, tossing enchanted coins into the fire until they were gone. She loved to hear them melt into strings and flutes, more so than me, but I think it was because music was rare where she came from.

“Red?” I whispered.

She looked at me with a slight smile, chin propped on her palm. The color had returned to her face, and her dark brown eyes were luminous in the firelight.

I hesitated. The answer I was desperate to know would break the dream, like it did every time I asked it. And yet something felt different this time. I was dreaming, but in some ways, I was not.

“I’ve been calling you Red because you were the girl with crimson hair,” I said. “But what is your true name?”

“Matilda,” she replied.

“Matilda,” I echoed. A waterfall of a name that suited her. “And your magic?”

“I am the herald of the gods.”

“A Skyward, then? I saw you vanish on the hillside.”

“No. Well, actually—”

She did not have a chance to finish her thought. Once, her presence had cut my nightmares in two. But this time terror rippled at the edges. From the shadows of my room, Uncle Grimald suddenly appeared.

“Grab her!” he cried at me, exasperated. “Prove yourself a man! Take hold of her. Did I not tell you that we could use her?”

Matilda jumped in surprise, but before she could escape, my uncle had grasped her arm, yanking her to her feet.

I stumbled upward, heart pounding. It felt like my ribs had cracked when I opened my mouth to shout, but my voice was gone. Water spilled out of me, tasting like a murky pond. I tried to lunge at them, to knock Grimald’s hands from her, but my feet were frozen, colder than ice.

“Vincent,” Matilda said, a hitch of fear in her voice. She clawed at my uncle’s hold as he began to drag her away. “This is a dream. Awaken.”

I trembled from the sudden strain to wake myself. I curled my hands into fists until nails stung palms. I bit down on my tongue until copper flooded my mouth.

There was nothing else I could do but watch Grimald haul Matilda into the shadows.

Only then did my feet finally move.

I knew she was lost to me. If I chased after her, I would never find her.

Awaken.

I ran to the open window, a narrow, bright arch in the stone. I jumped, letting myself careen through the air, fear clawing my lungs. I fell into the boiling darkness of the river.



Gasping, I woke, entangled with blankets.

Matilda.

I said her name, over and over, until sunrise melted the last shadow in the room.








XIV
The Last Word




MATILDA

“Where have you been?”

My mother’s query pelted me like stones the moment I slipped into the burrow. I knew I had been away too long, and she would be waiting for me, red-eyed and pacing.

I shut the door behind me, rubbing my arm. Bruises had bloomed, a testament that I was not impervious in dreams. That I could be wounded and shackled, as Vincent’s uncle had nearly succeeded in doing.

Take hold of her. Did I not tell you that we could use her?

Those words chilled me. The more I traced them, the more they rang true, as if they had been spoken in the waking world.

Did Vincent see me in such a light? I was something to be dominated, a power to be used?

“I was wandering,” I said.

Zenia paused, pinning me with a glare. “Wandering?” she repeated through her teeth. When she drew close to me, I braced myself, preparing to feel the smite of her palm. “Do you understand how dangerous it is, now that your salt ally is disgraced, a mortal has become a goddess with unknown powers, and an eithral has been slain in the process?”

I inevitably pictured the eithral in Vincent’s dream. Picked clean of scales, dead on a cliff. In that moment, I realized how right Alva was: sleep did expose glimpses of the soul, but it also revealed fragments of reality.

Vincent was a mortal boy, and he had been climbing, determined to reach that eithral for a scale.

“A dead eithral is not dangerous,” I said, but only to rile her.

When my mother was angry, her tongue loosened.

“A dead eithral means scales can be easily stolen,” Zenia explained, slow and sibilant, as if I were dense. “And do I need to remind you that scales can cut through anything? Even the god of iron’s burly throat.”

I knew Xan was dead. This was not news to me, but it still coaxed a shiver down my bones.

“He was killed with a scale?” I asked, remembering his shorn throat.

“Yes. By a god whom Phelyra and I have never traded with before. He should not have possessed a scale.”

“Who?” I asked, waiting for Zenia to tell me an answer I already knew.

“Warin, that haughty, insufferable god of spring.” She resumed her pacing. “They say he took one of the scales and plunged it through Xan’s throat during dinner in a mortal hall. This is not good, Matilda.”

“Mother,” I sighed. “You and Phelyra have been illegally selling those scales to Skywards for many seasons now.”

“We have sold six scales in total,” my mother corrected coldly. “And … they only went to one divine.”

A knock interrupted us.

Zenia grimaced as she opened the door, but her rigidness eased when she saw it was only Phelyra.

“I have terrible tidings,” she panted, as if she had run a great distance. There was mud on the hem of her dress, and her blond hair was snarled. “I found the eithral. It died high on a cliff, and not one scale is missing from it.”

I glanced at my mother, confused. Surely this was good news? We would not need to worry about scales falling into dangerous hands. But her face had gone pale, her eyes wide.

“You harvested a few then, surely,” Zenia said.

“Does it look like I had time to?” Phelyra threw her arms wide. “Dacre was on my tail.”

“So he has recovered its body?”

“Yes.”

“Then he must know by now.”

Phelyra was quiet, holding my mother’s tense gaze.

“Mother,” I said, breaking the silence. “I do not understand. I thought we did not want the scales to be stolen.”

She turned to look at me, almost as if she had forgotten I existed.

“Yes, but now Dacre will know the scale Warin used to kill an Underling god was not harvested from a dead eithral, as Phelyra and I were hoping. He will realize someone in the clan has committed a crime and has been selling them Skyward.”

“Then what do we do now?” I asked, envisioning the worst—Dacre torturing both my mother and Phelyra for their crimes. Maiming them, or permanently marking their beauty.

“We? No, you have nothing to do with this, Matilda,” Zenia said, reaching for her cloak. “You will stay here while Phelyra and I attend to some things. Do not open the door to anyone save myself and Bade. Not even Dacre, should he knock. He might claim he wants to speak with you, to ask you questions, but you will not be safe with him. Nor Alva, for that matter.”

I followed them both to the door. “When will you be back?”

“Soon,” my mother said. “Stay here, where it is safe. Do you understand?”

When I was silent, she set a flinty gaze on me.

“I understand,” I said, my voice hollow.

She and Phelyra left without another word.



The knock on the door came not long after my mother had left.

I set down the book I had been reading by the hearth. To draw breath in that moment felt precarious; I held the air deep in my lungs as my eyes fixed on the door. I knew it was enchanted, that the iron lock could only open beneath my hand or Zenia’s, and yet my body went taut.

A trio of knocks came again.

I swallowed and walked soundlessly to the door, to lay my ear upon the wood.

“Who is it?” I called.

“It is I, your friend,” said a familiar voice. “Alva.”

I hesitated, hung between relief and wariness. My mother had said not to trust her, but I had always considered Alva my ally.

“Will you welcome me inside?” she asked.

“Why have you come?”

“I have something for you.”

“Leave it at the door, please,” I said.

“Is everything well, Matilda?”

“Yes.”

“May I speak with your mother, then?”

“She is preoccupied at the moment, but I will tell her you called.”

There was a long lull. But then I heard a clink, and the tread of Alva’s feet as she walked away.

I waited awhile longer, leaning against the wood. But my curiosity grew, and I unbolted the door, peering down through the sliver of opening to see Alva had delivered a new scroll.

Quickly, I scooped it up and shut the door again, exhaling when it locked.

I returned to the fire and opened the scroll, surprised to see there was nothing written on it. Frowning, I continued to unspool it, and at last I found a lone dream that Alva had recorded.

Vincent was clinging to the side of a cliff in the rain. I appeared at his side like a bright red flame, burning away the gray haze of his fear.

My throat closed as I continued to read, reliving the dream.

Who do you think harvested them? Vincent had asked me about the missing scales, plucked clean from the eithral.

I do not know, I had said to him. But my mother tells me the Skywards want them. They use the scales for power and they pay a great amount for them on the black market.

I froze. This had been a moment I foolishly believed I was sharing with Vincent and Vincent alone. But Alva had been there in the shadows, watching us, and my face flamed hot.

Gods above.

Breath hissed through my teeth as I frantically tossed the scroll into the hearth fire.

I paced, wondering if I had just doomed Zenia and Phelyra.

I needed to warn them that Alva knew of the black market. That I had been the one to expose it to her.

Trembling, I laced my sandal leathers up to my knees. I did not know where my mother had gone, but I decided I would run to Phelyra’s burrow first, thinking the two of them might have met there to speak freely, without my presence.

The fog in the corridors was waist-high as I ran from moonstone to emerald to topaz. I could hear shouts in the distance—angry, livid voices, leaking from the hall. I did not let the fear fetter me; I reached Phelyra’s door and pounded on the wood.

“Phelyra!” I panted, continuing to rap my knuckles until the skin broke. “Phelyra!”

The door swung open; I stumbled across the threshold.

“What is it, child?” Phelyra demanded. “Do you want the entire clan to know you’ve arrived here?”

My gaze swept her messy, magpie-cluttered burrow to find my mother, counting a pile of Skyward coins at the table. She rose at the sight of me, her concern swiftly giving way to anger.

“I told you to stay home,” Zenia said, striding to me.

“I…” My voice hitched. I wanted to sob at my foolishness. My cheeks continued to burn in shame. “I have made a mistake.”

Phelyra shut the door. I could see her at my periphery, glittering in a golden dress. She glided back to the table, standing slightly behind my mother.

“Mistake?” Zenia snapped. “What are you speaking of?”

“Alva knows about the black market, how the Skywards want the scales for power. She saw me and Vincent in a dream, tossing coins into the flames, just after we climbed the cliff to look at the dead eithral. He almost took the last scale, and I thought he would! I thought he was going to take it, and I am so relieved he chose not to. I am so relieved, and I do not know why. Why should I care? He does not truly know anything about me, or what it is like to live here!”

My mouth was a dam that had broken. The words spilled out of me, frantic. A candlelight confession that made the weight in my chest ease, if only for a moment.

Zenia’s fury abated, softening the lines on her brow. She almost looked afraid now, listening to me ramble. Her face became paler with each breath she drew; her eyes widened, as if she was looking at me and realizing that—after all these years—she truly knew nothing about me.

“Who is Vincent?” she asked calmly. For once, I felt as if her attention was wholly devoted to me. It was not distracted by forbidden coins, or the crime of harvested eithral scales, or the desire to appear powerful at court. “What is this dream you speak of? You saw the eithral on the cliff?”

I pressed my lips together, steadying myself. But I wanted to tell her everything. I was worn down by the secrets I was carrying, and I stared at the ground between us, trying to think of the best way to begin.

“Vincent has been dreaming of me,” I started to say, only to have my words interrupted by a noise I had never heard before. A wet cracking sound, like bones fracturing. A rasp of shocked breath.

My chin jerked up.

An eithral scale was protruding from my mother’s neck. It had cut clean through her, through bone and wind and voice and blood. It was a fatal wound on her fault line—her mind—and she began to collapse, gasping for air.

I could only gape, numb with shock.

Phelyra, who had been standing directly behind my mother, watched with cold eyes as her ally went down, golden blood spurting over the floor, sweet as honeyed milk.

Mother.

I do not know if it was a thought or a scream. A roaring had consumed me, and I fell to my knees to take hold of her just before she sprawled onto her face.

I cradled Zenia, her ichor drenching my clothes, and I felt something brush my arm. It was the weapon Phelyra had made. An eithral scale on a shaft of wood, like an arrow. And she had stuck true and fast, betraying us both in the moment when we were most vulnerable. When my mother had been utterly fixated on me, her guard lowered.

“Mother,” I whispered. “What should I do?”

I could not imagine a world without her. My mind refused to acknowledge what my heart knew to be true: Her immortality had just been extinguished. Her magic, stolen. Only a frail thread of light remained within her, but she was fading swiftly. A flower wilting beneath frost.

“Thile,” my mother said, her voice no longer dulcet but a harsh gurgle. She was gazing up at me, her eyes shining with anguish. Her face was blanched; her blood was pouring faster now, creating a gilded pool beneath us.

“What?” I whispered, bending closer to her. “Mother, please. Stay with me.”

“Thile,” she said again, her eyes fluttering closed as if she had just found peace.

It was a name, I realized with a jagged breath.

Thile.

My father’s name was her last word.








XV
A Shield for the Hounds




MATILDA

Thile, god of dusk, oaths, and summer. The Lord of the Skywards.

And yet my father’s name—a sound I had longed to hear—struck no chord within me as I held my dead mother in my arms. Time seemed to melt away, leaving me frozen in a moment that felt as dark, cruel, and cold as the winter solstice. My vision blurred as tears stung my eyes. When I blinked, they fell, gathering on my mother’s face like rain.

At last, the chime of shifting coins, the clatter of a silver chalice hitting the ground, the rustle of dresses being yanked off their hooks prompted me to look up at Phelyra. The goddess of coin and revelry, who now had taken fire, winter, and cunning. Her power was immense. I could feel it in the room as if she were an eddy in the ocean.

“Why?” I rasped.

My query made her pause, but only for a second, as if she had forgotten all about me. I realized she had been darting about her burrow, packing in haste. Filling her enchanted pockets with as many of her possessions as she could carry.

“Oh, sweet child,” she said, voice soft with pity. “Our well-laid plans have fallen apart, and it was either her or me. Your mother would not fault me for it. I had to protect myself, and that meant removing her voice. You will understand this one day.”

“No,” I said, my shock burning away into fury. “No, I won’t. I will never betray an ally like you have.”

“You are fortunate that your magic is so humble that I do not want it. That I have spared you.” She continued to pack, shoving a blue cloak into a pocket, then a small coffer that overflowed with a string of pearls. “You should run, Matilda. It is no longer safe here for you. Run, child. If Dacre catches you, he will torture you for answers.”

With that, Phelyra was gone.

She darted from her burrow, leaving the door wide open.

I wondered where she was going, where she would flee to.

And while the last thing I desired was to take a treacherous ally’s advice, I heard shouts in the corridor. Alva’s voice, followed by Dacre’s.

They were heading this way.

Sparks stirred in my chest, smoldering through the despair, the lingering numbness.

When I tried to lay my mother down, I couldn’t. Not with the shaft of wood still piercing her neck. Teeth gritted, I yanked it free, wincing to feel the scale shred through her again. But the weapon was in my hand now, slick and golden with her ichor.

My mother had not known Phelyra possessed a scale. If she had, she would have never turned her back on her. It would have ended their allyship, because the power between them would have been imbalanced. And I wondered where Phelyra had come by this scale. My mother must have assumed Phelyra had traded it on the black market, not realizing her ally had kept it instead.

I hesitated, then tucked the eithral arrow away into one of my pockets.

Gently, I laid my mother down.

It devastated me that I could not do more for her. That I had to abandon her body here.

“I will not forget this, Mother,” I whispered, and then rose to my feet. “Find your rest in the mists.”

Trembling, I ran to the forge.

I ran to Bade.



He must have known I was in danger.

Bade found me in the corridors, the two of us nearly colliding in a swirl of fog. His eyes widened as he took me in—ragged, blood splattered, shaking like a leaf.

“Are you wounded?” he asked gruffly.

I had learned long ago that he took this tone when he was worried and trying to hide it. I shook my head, words buried between my bones. If I spoke, I would weep, and I could not afford to look feeble.

Voices continued to echo in my wake. The shouts were angrier, turning decisive. In the distance, a hound began to bay.

Bade glanced behind me, alarmed.

I could only hope that Dacre had summoned the hounds to track down Phelyra and my mother. But once he realized Zenia was dead, I had no doubt the hounds would come for me next. And there would be a slim chance of me evading them. They were strong, fast creatures who followed scent trails.

Bade took my hand, and I could have collapsed in relief. To feel his warm, strong fingers take mine bolstered my courage.

“Come with me,” he murmured, and together we ran to his burrow.

Hem was working in the forge, but he paused at the sight of me, hammer in hand, brows arching.

“Hem?” Bade said calmly. “Will you please find a sword and a shield for Matilda?”

Hem bowed his head and set down the hammer. Bade continued to lead me through the door to his burrow, our strides hurried as we left the metal and smoke of the forge behind. He expected me to fight, but I did not know if I was strong enough to ward off the hounds. I wondered if Phelyra had spoken truthfully; would Dacre torture me for information?

“Adria?” Bade called when we reached the common room. Here, he finally released my hand. “Will you pack some provisions? Water in a flask, and food that will last a sennight?”

Adria appeared from the adjacent room, a stack of books in her arms. She was wearing a white dress, ruby brooches pinned at her shoulders. Her light brown hair was brushed smooth as silk, her face radiant. Upon first glance, I would have never known she was not one of us. I would have never known she had been born mortal, so gracefully did she wear her immortality and power, save for the compassion that dwelled constant in her eyes, in her heart.

Her fault line was my own.

And when our gazes met, I saw something flicker through her. Something dark and beautiful, reflected from myself. There was more to her magic, just as there was more to mine.

“Matilda!” She dropped the books. “You’re hurt!”

“I … no, my mother is dead,” I managed to say, and the words emerged as a hollow announcement.

Both Adria and Bade stiffened, continuing to stare at me, wide-eyed.

“Who killed her?” Bade asked quietly.

“Phelyra.”

I told them about the eithral scales, the black market.

A muscle shifted in Bade’s clenched jaw. He had not been aware of any of this, and he glanced at Adria. The two of them seemed to speak without words, a current that went over my head.

The moment was broken by Hem, who had arrived with a sword and shield for me.

“Sir?” he said, extending the offerings.

While Adria rushed to pack food in a leather satchel, Bade took the weapons.

“Admit no one,” he said to Hem, who bowed once more and left to guard the door. “Here, Matilda. These might slow you down, but you need to take the sword and shield with you and be prepared to use them.”

I swallowed, gazing at the familiar broadsword. It was my favorite one, forged by Hem, and I had practiced relentlessly with it over the past few seasons.

Where am I to go? I wanted to ask. Can I not stay with you?

That is what I had been fervently hoping for—that Bade would hide me in his burrow. But what a foolish fancy; of course he would not. I was not his daughter. I was only a god-child he had reluctantly sworn to aid.

Instead, I said, “I do not need a shield. I still have the one you first gave me.”

Bade blinked. “Where is it, then?”

I recalled my shield from the moonstone pocket. It flashed upon my sinister arm, ready, and Bade chuckled in awe, a smile tugging his mouth.

“Very good. Take up your sword.”

I returned the shield to its holding place, adding the sword to a pocket I could quickly reach with my right hand. As Phelyra had once promised, I did not feel the weight at all.

My nose wrinkled at the mere thought of her, like the air was foul.

“What is that look for?” Bade asked.

I did not want to say her name, so I asked, “What should I do? Do I run or fight?”

He was quiet for a moment, as if measuring his words. “In battle,” he finally said, “there comes a moment when you must decide if you want to stand your ground and fight, even if it brings death, or if it is time to retreat and run.”

“How do I know which decision is right?”

“What do you think Dacre will do if he catches you, Matilda?”

“I … think he will torture me for information. Wound me and then heal me, again and again.”

“Then you run. And you do not look back.”

I exhaled, preparing to ask another question, when we were interrupted.

“Bade,” Adria called from the back room. “The water…”

I followed Bade to where the underground rill trickled through their burrow to see the water was misbehaving. It was boiling, emitting curls of scalding heat. I had only ever seen this happen two other times in my life, and they had each corresponded with a blistering mortal summer.

“Wine, then, Adria,” said Bade, taking hold of my arm to distract me from the hot rill. “We need to think about where you can go for sanctuary. Quickly. Our time is almost expired.”

Where can I go? The question reverberated through me, making me acknowledge the terrible truth that there were not many places I felt safe.

I gnawed on my lip, conflicted. But then I thought of him, and my heart leapt, hopeful.

“Matilda?” Bade prompted, seeing my countenance change.

“I could go to Vincent.”

“Vincent? I do not recognize this name. Who is he?”

“A mortal friend.”

“You would find sanctuary with humankind? Can their walls hold back the Underlings? Do they dwell on a ley line? Is their fortress compromised with a hidden door that connects our two realms?”

He was rattling off questions that I did not have answers to. My anxiety began to bubble over; my breaths quickened.

“I do not know,” I whispered. “But I trust him. He would protect me.”

“Then I assume he has an army to defend you? Troops he can command? A gate he can keep lowered and locked and doors he can keep barricaded? Provisions that can fuel a siege? Because once you leave this realm, Dacre will send his hounds and his eithrals after you.”

No.

Vincent was a mortal boy. He was my age, still growing into his role as the lord’s third-born son. He was no nobleman yet.

But his older brothers? His father? Would they defend me? I knew based on Vincent’s nightmare that his uncle, who also lived in their fortress, would want to use me. And yet I suddenly could not imagine asking Vincent to protect me, not when it would come at a high price for his kindred and his people. I also did not know where, exactly, his fortress was located. Only that its roots were beside a river, and that there was a bridge with three towers that we had often explored in his dreams.

My hope began to fracture.

“Where did Phelyra flee to?” I asked.

“She most likely went far below, down to the old catacombs, to bide her time and outwit the hounds until she can return, which could be years from now. It is not a safe area for you to shelter.”

I was at a loss. There was no other place for me to go.

Bade heaved a sigh. The hissing water of the rill caught his attention for a split second before he looked at me again, framing my face in his calloused hands.

“I think it is time for you to go Skyward,” he said gently. But his expression creased, like the words were barbed on the edges, cutting him from within. “You traveled there once on my behalf. You can do it again and plead the protection of your father.”

Thile of Skyward.

Suddenly, I understood the boiling water. Why the stone walls around us, as well as beneath our feet, were steadily growing warmer, like summer’s heat was traveling as far below as it could, touching the darkness.

My mother had broken her vow.

She had spoken his name for the first time since their parting fourteen years ago, saving it for a dire moment. A moment when I was in trouble. She had known uttering his name would summon him, that he would be looking for her and the daughter he did not know existed.

“He might want to kill me,” I said, hoarse.

“He might.” Bade could not deny it, not even to assuage my fears. “And if he attempts it, you defend yourself with your shield and your sword, just as I taught you. You protect your fault line for as long as it takes his anger to die down.”

I nodded, but my heart felt burdened, struggling to beat.

“Bade,” I said. My chin quivered against his palms. “I am afraid.”

There was a moment when the god of war seemed to waver, and I thought he was about to tell me to stay. That we would barricade the forge and hold off the hounds and Dacre’s commands for as long as we could. Until the cupboard was empty and we had nothing to eat, and the rill’s boiling waters evaporated and left us with nothing to drink, and our disgrace was a permanent mark upon our skin.

“Sir!” Hem’s voice, which was never frantic, pierced the air. “They are coming.”

Bade’s hands fell from my face.

“We need to go,” he said, and I followed him back to the common room, where Adria met us.

She passed me a satchel of food and a flask of wine, which I stored in another moonstone pocket. I was about to rush after Bade when she took my hand, squeezing my fingers.

“You are strong,” she said. “You are brave. And you will return to us.”

I breathed in her benediction, surprised by how much it steadied my resolve, but there was no time for me to thank her. Bade shouted at me to hurry, and Adria relinquished my hand.

I chased after him, emerging into the forge. Bade had donned his red cloak and a shield was on his arm, his great sword sheathed at his side.

“You are coming with me?” I asked, hopeful.

“I will escort you to the mortal door,” he replied. “Once above, you must find your father on your own.”

Of course, I thought, hating how my chest ached.

“Swift travels, Matilda,” Hem said with a bow. And then, with a glimmer of pride in his eyes: “Strike true.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but a hound’s bark cut me off. They were close, just around the bend of the southernmost route, which was laden with shoulder-high fog.

“This way,” Bade said, indicating the eastern corridor. “To the Wirewood’s doorway. You lead, I will follow.”

I broke into a run, my legs feeling stiff at first. With a start, I realized this was the same passage I had once followed Bade through, when the thorn was no longer a thorn in his side. How strange to be flying through this corridor now with him, pursued by hounds.

Five breaths later, my skin shone with perspiration. My dress clung to me, damp. The air was uncommonly humid and hot. Even the walls surrounding us were weeping. Water dripped down the stone and gathered in pools, making the floor slick.

My father, once again, sending his magic to the very depths of the earth, seeking Zenia.

Four breaths later, the fog receded entirely.

I was so startled that I slid to a halt. Bade nearly bowled me over.

“What?” he barked. “Why did you stop?”

“The fog! Where is it?”

“Dacre has called it to heel. No doubt to see us better in the corridors.”

“He can do that?” I resumed our run. “That is like halting time.”

“He can do many things as lord.”

The thought made me shiver. We were nearing the stairwell that would lead to the Wirewood Door when I saw hounds in the passage up ahead, their translucent skin and fiery hearts an easy marker. With the fog gone, they could see us, just as I could see them. My pace faltered; fear burned the back of my mouth.

“To the right,” Bade said, steady. “We can reach the Blue Meadow Door.”

I careened to the right when the passage forked, Bade panting on my heels. But the hounds followed, their bays growing excited as they sighted their prey again, their claws scratching the stone floor with speed that only intensified when the corridor became a long, flat tunnel studded with chalcedony.

Another pack of hounds appeared in the distance, blocking our path.

“They are cutting us off!” I cried, losing speed.

“Right passage!” Bade directed, and we took another turn to evade. My mind felt muddled as I sought to etch a map, orienting myself. We could still reach the Blue Meadow Door, if we could remain on this route.

My hopes were dashed when I saw Dacre waiting for me twenty paces ahead, gleaming in the firelight. Golden hair and robes so brilliant they looked like woven moonlight. He knew the very door I had been seeking to escape through.

“Matilda!” he called, and the walls shuddered. The fire in the sconces guttered at his power. The hounds let out a chilling howl. “Matilda, do not run from me.”

“Keep running,” Bade urgently whispered. “Take the sinister path.”

A third time, we veered.

And then when the route branched, Bade guided me to take another right.

“Do not slow, and do not look behind, but listen … listen to me.” He was winded. I could tell he was slowing; there was a lag between the pound of our footfalls. “You can make it to the Dark Lake Door if you take the sinister path and follow the shadows. You fly, Matilda. You do not stop until you reach the mortal realm.”

I felt a whirl of empty air behind me. A beat later, there was only the sound of my sandals, clipping the floor.

I could not resist.

I glanced behind, and my pace eased.

Bade had stopped. He was watching me, the distance between us expanding, his eyes blazing. He had drawn his sword, and his shield was ready. Behind him, I could see movement. It was the hounds, coming for us like a foamy ocean tide.

“Keep going!” he shouted. “Do not stop for me.”

Was he a fool? Why had he given up?

A moment later, I realized why when the hounds slammed into his body. They tore at his cloak; they shredded his skin, drawing his blood. They were desperate to slip past him, eager to reach me, but he was as stalwart and unyielding as a gate.

He held them back.

“Bade!” The scream tore up my throat, echoing down the corridor. I slid to a halt, recalling my shield.

“Run, Matilda,” he said, his voice husky with pain. “Run!”

A sob nipped my breath, but I followed his orders. I stored my shield and resumed my run, tamping down my tears.

I left him and the snarl of the hounds far behind.

The crossroads was imminent, and the narrow passage to the Dark Lake Door branched off like an afterthought. But even here, there was no relief. Alva held a torch up ahead, waiting for me to reach the juncture. Her shrewd eyes saw me dart into the shadows of the Dark Lake route, and she was quick to pursue me.

“Matilda! Stop, dear one, and let us speak!”

I raced into the darkness, my hand outstretched, following the wall as my eyes struggled to see the winding path. Small pebbles scattered beneath my feet; I danced with the fear of slipping. Alva’s torchlight bled into shadows at my back, alerting me that she was gaining speed.

Just a bit farther, I thought, pushing myself to run faster.

“I am your ally!” Alva’s voice chased after me. “I know you are not at fault here. I know this was your mother’s doing. Please, stop! Let me help you.”

My heart dangled, uncertain. I wanted to trust her. All those hours I had passed reading her scrolls, soaking in her magic secondhand. I wanted to believe she would not harm me.

I almost slowed. I almost gave in. My lungs were heaving, my legs trembling from the effort.

I almost let her catch me, until Bade’s voice welled in my memory.

You do not stop until you reach the mortal realm.

I sprinted the remainder of the way until I saw the dim outline of the stairs, cast in blue light. I began to ascend them, Alva and her torchlight following.

“Matilda!” This time, her voice had become glass, cutting the air. “I gave you Vincent, and this is how you repay me? By running like a coward?”

That stopped me in my tracks.

I turned to glare down at her, only ten stairs between us.

“You gave him to me?” I snarled, breathless. “You gave him to me? Like he is some vassal? Like he is a mere pawn in your scheme to make me trust you?”

Alva slowed, her face sweating but composed. She continued to climb the stairs, torch held high.

“Listen to my words,” she said. “I know you are frightened. I know you had nothing to do with your mother and Phelyra’s crimes. We only want to know which Skyward she was bartering the scales to. But if you run … if you step through that door and leave our realm, it will be a very long time before you can return here. Consider that.”

I knew there was truth in what she was saying.

Once I fled Skyward, I would be disgraced. Many years would need to pass before it would be safe for me to return. Years until the fire of Dacre’s anger was quenched, and my mother’s crime and my disobedience to him were a distant memory.

I knew all these things, and yet Bade’s voice cut through my wavering heart.

It is time for you to go Skyward.

I turned and lunged up the remaining stairs.

Alva hissed, reaching out to snare my ankle. Her long nails pierced my skin, but I slipped from her hold. Blood dribbled down my foot; I could see the light of the mortal realm, seeping around the edges of the door. A taunting promise of the unknown.

I reached the threshold, that heady place of in-between. A space that swarms with both magic and the mundane. My hand was quick to find the iron handle.

The door swung open with a rumble.

I staggered into the harsh, unforgiving heat of the summer sun.








XVI
Cut from the Same Cloth




MATILDA

The light was scorching, stealing my breath.

I limped, exhausted, to the water’s edge. The glittering reflection of the Dark Lake greeted me, a quiet, peaceful place in the mortal world, where the water ran so deep it was always indigo. The bank was made of slate; the pieces were loose under my feet, steaming from the low-hanging sun. There was no wind, only thick, humid air, and the northern mountains were a mere haze in the distance, as if they were more mirage than rock.

I had emerged from a door hidden in a boulder, and the slate shifted clumsily as Alva followed me.

“Matilda,” she said, but her voice was a croak.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw her fall to her knees, covering her eyes with her hands. It was too bright for her; she had no choice but to retreat to the under realm, closing the door behind her so that it appeared once more as a simple crag and not a threshold to below.

I was no longer afraid of her, and the lake called to me. Sighing, I stepped into the warm water, letting it close over my head. If I swam deep enough, I could have chased the cold hint of darkness and let the water hide my weeping. But I refrained, swallowing the tears and breaking the surface with a gasp.

Slowly, I washed away my mother’s blood, until my skin was raw and the last trace of her remained like an oil ring on the water.

Then I floated, conflicted over what I should do next. Could I halt time and remain here, healing my wounds? Could I slip through a crack between worlds, free of gods and men, and let myself sleep away my sorrow?

I held no such power. And time does not stop, not even for a goddess.

Slowly, I glided to the bank, into a patch of lily pads. I stopped when movement caught my eye.

Someone was striding through the trees, approaching the lake. Light and shadows danced over him as he came closer. A Skyward god. And my heart seized; I sank deeper into the water, the long strands of my hair floating on the surface, tangling like a fisherman’s net.

Once I had wondered how I would know him when I finally beheld him. Those worries were instantly laid to rest when he stepped into the open. I could not breathe for a moment, revelations singing through me. Now, I understood why Shale had assisted me when I was fleeing Vincent’s brothers, gathering me up in his wind-streaked hand. I understood what Rowena had seen when she had first gazed upon my face in her orchard, and what Warin had failed to notice.

I was a striking reflection of my father.

I had stolen the auburn hue of his hair, the fair shade of his skin. His dark brown eyes, the angular cut of his face. His way of moving, which was soundless, graceful.

My breath rippled the water; I continued to study him.

He wore robes that looked dark blue one instant, and violet the next, as if the very dusk had been woven into them. The edge of his raiment was embroidered with silver thread, dipped in starlight. A vermillion cloak fluttered in his wake, knotted at his collar, and a crown of golden vines graced his brow.

He had not seen me yet, and I watched as he continued to walk the banks with a frown. It was like he knew there was an Underling door here, and that sent a pang of apprehension through me. Surely, my mother had never exposed a threshold to him …

“Zenia?” he called, his voice pitched deep, polished. “Enough of this game. Why do you hide from me? Why have you summoned me?”

Thile walked past the door in the rock, ignorant.

I relaxed. No, of course my mother would not betray her own clan, exposing an Underling doorway. But then I thought that perhaps she had once met my father here, mingling beneath the shade of the trees, swimming in these indigo waters at his side.

My musings shattered when a frog betrayed me, leaping from a lily pad into the water by my shoulder. Its splash could have been made by a millstone for how loud it was, and I tensed as Thile’s gaze coasted over the lake, his eyes finding me instantly.

Anger marred his countenance. His nostrils flared; his right hand curled into a fist as he lunged my way. When he splashed into the shallow edge of the water, completely heedless, I bolted away from him to the far side of the bank, tearing through the lilies. I needed to meet him on equal ground, where I could properly defend myself, and as soon as my feet hit the slate, I called my buckler to my arm and turned to face him.

Shield up and strong, protecting both my fault line and my throat, the curved edge of the wood covering my nose, my lips, all the way down my ribs. It was just my eyes, wide with fear I could not quell, my hair, dripping lake water, and my sandaled feet that he could see as he followed me. I was tempted to keep backtracking—I wanted a good distance between us—but I heard Bade say hold your ground and I stopped, rooting myself to the spot, preparing for a blow.

Thile halted in response.

He stared at me with all the fire in the sky, but he drew no sword. No weapon. He was quiet for a long beat, one that made me want to collapse and turn myself into something as unfeeling and insignificant as a shard of slate. For all my defensive stance, I was trembling.

“Who are you?” he finally asked.

“Matilda.” How odd my name tasted in that moment, as if I had never spoken it before.

“Of Underling?”

I bit my lip until it stung.

He must have taken my silence as affirmation, but then his frown furrowed deeper. He was finally seeing it, as if he had just caught a glimpse of his face in a mirror. Wariness shone in his eyes, as well as disbelief.

“Lower your shield,” he said.

Reluctantly, I did, unable to hold his gaze. I stared at the ground, listening to him draw a deep breath.

Thile turned and strode away.

His retreat gave me the strength to look up again. I watched as he vanished amongst the trees, and I winced, uncertain. Dare I follow him?

I stayed where I was, a terrible chasm splitting my chest. Bade had been wrong; I needed an alternative place of sanctuary. And I had begun to envision the river that would guide me to Vincent, thinking I should take my chances with mortal men, when Thile returned.

He was composed when he looked at me this time, stopping in the same place as before.

Coldly, he asked, “Where is your mother?”

“Gone,” I replied. “To the mists.”

Again, I caught him off guard. There was a moment when the sun flared so bright that I thought it would blind me, and the heat grew so intense that it was painful to breathe.

“Who?” Thile said. “Who killed her?”

“Phelyra.”

He fell pensive, as did I. But the light and heat diminished like a knot coming undone, until it no longer bore down on us. His response piqued my interest, and I wondered if he knew Phelyra. Perhaps he was familiar with her, and I imagined he might be the one who indulged in the black market.

“What do you want from me?” he eventually asked, still wary, mistrustful, as if he expected me to demand riches, or power, or a title.

“I would like to go Skyward with you,” I answered. “I ask for sanctuary in your hall. For your protection, as your daughter who has only just learned your name.”

Another lull stretched between us, and I thought he would deny me. There was such a strange gleam in his eyes, like he did not know what to do with me, what to feel when it came to my existence. If I was a boon or a curse.

But truth is often cruel.

Time had been lost to us; I could only wonder who I might have been if the currents had flowed differently. If he had been the one to rear me in the shelter of the sky, and the Underlings had been the mystery.

A cool wind began to blow.

My heart leapt when I recognized it as the eastern trade wind.

“Then come,” Thile said, holding out his hand. “There is a place for you in my hall.”

I stored my shield and took a step closer to him, only to realize the eye was wide open in my moonstone belt. The Gatekeeper’s eye, which opened when a soul entered the wasteland, heading to the mists. And I realized, far too late, that I could have chased after my mother’s soul. I could have walked with her, spoken with her one last time, as she journeyed to the misty gate for eternal rest.

It is a regret I still have.

A bruise that has never healed.

Thile began to fade; dust motes teemed about him, some of them flaring to life as fireflies. I took his hand and held it, white-knuckled, afraid he would let go of me. That he would change his mind and drop me somewhere unfamiliar, abandoning me to the clouds.

I shouldn’t have worried.

His grip was like a vise, unbreakable. And he drew me up with him, into the eastern wind.








XVII
Buried Prayers




VINCENT

I thought of her, often.

I thought of her when I sat in the hall with my father and brothers, and when I practiced sparring in the courtyard. When I stood on the parapets and watched the river flow, and when I passed my uncle in the corridors, wincing when he clapped me on the shoulder with a wink of his beady eye. When I was supposed to be listening to my lectures on geography, arithmetic, poetry, warfare, alchemy. Astronomy. I thought of her when I lay down at night.

Matilda, however, had vanished.

She no longer met me in dreams, despite my longing to see her again. The white owl likewise ceased visiting my windowsill, and I realized Matilda must have been connected to the bird in some way. I did not know yet that the creature was one of Fate’s pets. I was no poet, no bard, and yet the owl had still chosen to bring me a gift. It had seen our fates, entwined on the divine loom, and had introduced Matilda to me long before I was destined to meet her.

And with Matilda’s absence—her threads unraveling from mine—the nightmares returned.

They were so frequent that Finnian told me to pray to Alva for relief. We were not a devout family, having shed whatever esteem we had once harbored for the gods when my mother had abandoned us to become a Skyward vassal. But it had not occurred to me until my brother’s half-hearted suggestion: I now knew Red’s true name—Matilda of Underling—which meant my words could reach her despite the distance between us.

I began to write to her.

Dear Matilda.

I buried my prayers in the garden, letting the soil cover my inked words.

Dear Matilda.

The parchment disappeared, and I imagined it reaching her somewhere far beneath my feet, in a world I could marvel over but never fully know, never fully see.

Dear Matilda.

I wrote to her, again and again, but she remained absent and quiet.

Soon, spring gave way to summer, and summer to autumn. Autumn to winter, and I became another year older. And then another year, and another, until I hardly remembered that boy who had once embraced her in the bracken. Who had once dared to kiss her lips.

I wrote my last letter to her when I was sixteen.

It was the winter solstice, a bitterly cold night. I crawled through the blood-soaked hall, one hand pressed to the gaping wound in my side, holding myself together. I crawled past Finnian’s corpse, his eyes open and blank, and then Marcher, his body prostrate. I crawled past my father, his neck shorn to the bone, and then down the corridor, knowing that if my uncle or any of his men saw me, they would realize I had lived and would grant me a proper blow.

But Death seemed to overlook me that dark night.

I made it to the seneschal’s empty chamber. Parchment, quill, ink, all on her desk. I could hardly breathe as I reached for them. My insides felt irrevocably torn; my pain was unbearable. Why was I still alive? I should be dead, beside my brothers.

Trembling, I wrote: Matilda, help me.

I used the last of my strength to crawl to the garden, leaving a smear of blood in my wake. I could hear my uncle and his men celebrating—ale tankards pounding on tables and women who were weeping and a drunken, bawdy song. The sounds pierced me like arrows. Outside, it was quiet, snowing; the ground was frozen. I dug a small trench and buried the words, and there I remained, lying on my stomach, the numbness creeping over me.

Despite her absence the past three years, I still had faith she would come for me.

“Matilda,” I whispered. And then, “Red.”

I need you.

She had always found me when I needed her in the past, melting through nightmares. But that had only been in my mind. All the time I had spent with her? It had not been real, and the truth met me like another sword in my side.

This solstice was not a dream, as much as I wished it were. My uncle’s betrayal was not a feverish imagining. It was a moment that had cleaved my world in two.

I waited for her, but there was nothing but the drifting snow to answer me. Snow and darkness and heartache, and one of my father’s men who had survived the assault.

Edric pulled me up.

When I cried out, he covered my mouth with his hand.

“Quiet,” he whispered, haggard.

He carried me from shadow to shadow, all the way to Maiden Tower on the bridge, which was the only part of our fortress that was imbued with magic.

It was here that Alyse had escaped with my youngest brother as soon as the betrayal had unfolded. It was here my father’s remaining knights and warriors had found shelter, preparing to take back the castle from my uncle. It was here that the craftspeople had found refuge, escaping the worst of the killing.

It was here, sprawled on a plaid blanket, that the last of my faith died.

The gods did not care what happened to us. They did not answer when we called upon them.

“Let me die,” I whispered to Alyse.

She held a cloth to my stomach, staunching the blood. But her eyes were like flint when she looked at me.

“No,” she said. “You must live for your little brother. You must become Lord of Wyndrift now.”

I breathed.

I exhaled.

I survived that treacherous night.

And I did not think of Matilda again. At least, not for a very long time.








XVIII
Like Dying Coals




MATILDA

Time flowed like water through my fingers in the Skyward realm.

I grew older, sharper in my father’s court. There were no wasted doors here for me to pass through, no dream scrolls for me to read. I lost more than my mother that fated day, but I set my eyes ahead, letting my childhood and all the things that had made it soft crumble into dust-laden memory.

Sometimes, I would think of Vincent and his dreams.

Sometimes, I would let myself ache, as if I had reopened a deep wound. I would dwell on the ones I missed and had left behind. The ones I could no longer reach until I reminded myself of one simple truth:

Love amongst immortals is a weakness.

I had seen it in Bade. And I saw it in my father at rare moments, when he became quiet at court, watching me move amongst the crowd, flowers woven into my hair.

I knew he was thinking of my mother and what could have been.

Here in Thile’s sunset hall, I drank nectar and ate ambrosia from platters crafted from ice. I reveled in stringed music and danced with distant kindred and delivered messages and news from one Skyward threshold to another as a good herald does. I smiled and laughed and listened more than I spoke. I hid what I truly felt because emotions were a snare, a danger. I kept my eyes on the lookout for the eithral scales, wondering who amongst the Skywards had hidden them. Whom had my mother bartered them to? But any hints of the scales, as well as the black market, seemed to have ended with Zenia’s death and Phelyra’s self-imposed exile.

I presented myself as a meek goddess of the Middle Court. I was no threat. But even so, I drew Skyward attention; I had been born in darkness and smoke and bejeweled firelight. A place they had never seen.

Gradually, I bloomed, like a primrose that waits for the moon to rise. And once I did, I came into my full power.

I asked my father if I could return to the mortal realm and begin my era as a goddess. Humans had yet to know me, to learn my name. Fate’s owls had been ordered to no longer carry stories or visions pertaining to me, an order that had come from Thile himself. But I knew it was time for me to chart my own legacy. And deeper still … I longed to find that fortress by the river.

I wanted to speak with Vincent again. To measure how much we had changed and grown against the other. Would I recognize him?

“No,” my father said, as if he sensed this weakness in me. The yearning for the boy I had once known in dreams. “You must remain Skyward beneath my watch. Your time has not yet come.”

His answer displeased me, but I was a patient being.

Another year passed, and I asked again.

“I am ready to travel to the mortal realm,” I said to him, sitting at his footstool. “Please, Father, grant me your blessing.”

I had not realized when I asked for his sanctuary that he would hold the power to keep me beneath his wing for as long as he liked. Once more, he denied me. Once more, he gave me a simple answer.

“Your time has not yet come, Daughter.”

I was disgraced from the under realm and barred from the mortal one. I was a goddess in a cage here amongst the clouds, and I did not know when he would grant me my freedom again. But I imagined he could still sense this weakness in me. The compassion for mortals. The way I missed my mother and my kin below.

Let me be not loved but feared.

I would have to change myself in order to leave. I could not depart the same way I had arrived. My father, then, was testing me. He would not unleash a soft, ill-prepared daughter to roam the realms. One who might embarrass him.

I did not ask to leave again.

Instead, I honed my speed and my power in his court.

When Warin finally approached, unable to take his eyes from me, I was not surprised.

“You have grown since we last spoke, little goddess,” he said to me, taking in the curve of my waist, my collarbones, my bare arms. I was nearly as tall as him. “But you were just a child, then, with a very sharp tongue.”

“So I was. You, however, have not changed,” I replied, despite the fact that he had added to his power since we first met. He was the god of spring and iron now. And I could tell he was hungry for more.

“No?” He laughed, and the sound was rich, languid. “Then let me challenge you, Matilda of Skyward. I challenge you to an archery match. If you beat me, then I will give you anything you want. If I beat you … then you must agree to a courtship with me.”

This was not the first time a Skyward god had challenged me to a game. They were fond of bargains and the thrill of winning, as well as witnessing the mortification of someone losing. But it was the first time courtship had been brought to the table, and it sent a bolt of worry through me. Of course, I did not let Warin see it.

“Anything I want?” I echoed.

“As I said.”

“Then I want your eithral scale. The one you killed Xan with.”

I spoke a name that was on the verge of being completely forgotten. A name that was blotted out of our myths, our records. As if Xan had not existed.

Such a fate would never be mine.

Warin’s brows arched, and his mouth went slack. But then he laughed again, the sound noticeably keener, coasting over me like a blade.

“Agreed, Matilda.”



I had never been instructed in archery. All my time with Bade had consisted of sword and shield training. But I spent the next day preparing with one of my father’s bows, confident I could win. Warin struck me as lazy and overly certain in his abilities, and I did not need his eithral scale; I had my own in my pocket, still gilded with my mother’s blood. But I did not want gods like him to possess an object of such power.

I woefully underestimated him; he was a far better archer than I’d assumed.

We held our competition in the villa’s gardens, a few Skywards witnessing our duel of arrows and targets, and he won handily. It was my first great lesson in tempering my own confidence, of learning how to strike a wise bargain in a challenge, and that was how Warin became my lover.

Skin to skin, breath to breath, he laid me bare on his bed. He saw me and yet he did not. I was guarded, even in pleasure, and he could not draw the light from my bones. He could not get me to talk, even when my limbs were heavy, my skin shining, his fingers carding through my hair.

“What was it like below?” he would ask me after our couplings.

“It was quite dark.”

“Were the Underlings harsh to you?”

“Occasionally.”

“How did you come and go, then?”

“I walked, of course.”

My obtuseness would always irritate him. His fingers would slide from my hair. He would rise from the bed, sensing his work had yielded him nothing this time.

“You are being difficult, Matilda.”

“Then stop inviting me into your bed. I cannot give you what you want.”

He would let a few sennights pass, ignoring me at court. But then I would inevitably draw his eyes again—I was the daughter of summer and winter, and he was the god of spring—and I would find myself once more in his arms, seeking something beyond him. A feeling I did not know how to name. Something that hid within me like dying coals.

One night, he came to me drunk after a court revelry, his hair tangled across his brow, his robes wrinkled and falling off his broad shoulders. He knelt before me and placed his hands on my thighs, gazing up at me with bloodshot eyes.

“Marry me,” he rasped. “I want you to be mine, and only mine.”

I tensed, my stomach winding itself into a knot. Marriage was not on my horizon, and yet I considered it, imagining what it would be like to have a god like him bound to me by vow. I considered him trustworthy only when it suited him. If he was this way as an ally, as a lover, I could not imagine what he would be like as a husband.

“You deserve a wife greater than a herald, don’t you think, Warin?” I said.

He dug his nails into my thighs. “You are far more than a mere herald, my sweet.”

His words made me shiver. But then I realized he meant that I was the lord’s daughter. I was half an Underling.

“You are drunk,” I said, rising. “My answer is no.”

Warin would ask again, and again. He was persistent, but it was not me he truly wanted, much as I did not truly want him. He wanted my knowledge, and maybe that is why I grew as cold as the moonstones that I continued to wear about my waist. He wanted to know where the Underling doors hid, and I was careful to never tell him, or anyone else. Not even my father.

This is how I survived above for thirteen mortal years.

I learned that there was no true home for me. I was safest when I was moving, as Orphia had once predicted. I was both sky and the underworld, and for that reason, I would never belong wholly to either of them. But when it came time for me to return to the Underlings, I was ready to see them again.

Or so I thought.








ACT TWO
A RUSE FOR THE RIVER









XIX
A Bride for Below




MATILDA

I had forgotten how beautiful the mortal realm was.

Thirteen years I had spent dwelling in the sky, but when the western trade wind delivered Enva and me to the upper moors, I felt as if I had been there only yesterday. I studied the hills, the wild blooming Helenium, the rust-tinged bracken, the small trickling creeks, the distant woods with their golden leaves. The ground, dappled from morning rainfall, rolled beneath our feet, and the sky felt vast above us, promising another storm by night.

The scene was idyllic, like something from a ballad, until I began to look closer.

I had forgotten how fragile and transparent this world was, hiding nothing. If there was war, drought, blight, strife, floods, it reflected those woes. If there was peace, abundance, it likewise made that evident, holding no secrets from the ones who wandered upon it.

Enva walked down the hill first, harp gleaming on her back. She followed the gouges in the ground, the wind tangling her long dark hair. I watched her for a moment, my chest constricting, uneasy. We were not far from an Underling doorway, and yet the longer we tarried here, the more opportunities there would be for things to go awry. Dacre was waiting for us, far below our feet, and he would be quick to doubt me if we were late.

The last time I saw him, I had been running from him in the corridors, ignoring his commands, a child ruled by fear. But I would return to him a goddess, delivering his bride.

“Look,” Enva said, drawing me down to the vale where she had knelt in the grass.

I saw what had arrested her attention. A scattering of bones, with red flowers blooming from a small rib cage. A human child had died here, most likely carried by an eithral, or dragged by one of the hounds. After studying the clawlike furrows in the earth, I suspected a hound.

“Do we have time?” Enva asked, but she was already untethering the harp from her shoulders.

I would never deny myself the chance to hear her play, to hear her sing.

“Yes,” I said, settling in the grass nearby as she began to strum over the bones.

She was the Skyward goddess of music, and in my father’s hall, her songs had often been jubilant, powerful, cascading melodies. They stirred our blood; they made us dance and remember the old stories, the mist-laden myths from which we had emerged. They were so moving we exchanged the songs as currency. But in the mortal realm, Enva’s music was much different. It was sorrowful, full of yearning. It chased human hearts and their pain; it also filled the cavities that Death inspired.

This is how the troubled relationship between Enva and Dacre had started.

Dacre had heard of her prowess and wanted her for his wife, breaking with all tradition. Never had an Underling and Skyward exchanged wedding vows. Never had a Skyward lived in the under realm, save for me.

Enva, however, had refused him.

He chose to unleash his hounds and his eithrals into the mortal world, which had at that time settled into a decade of much-needed peace following Adria’s ascension. The unjust mortal deaths caused by Dacre’s recklessness had angered Enva. Eventually, she could take no more death and had agreed to leave Skyward to become Dacre’s bride on four conditions: The first? He must cease terrorizing humans and causing bloodshed with his pets. The second? He had to forgive the black-market dealings and make no further attempts to recover the six scales that Zenia and Phelyra had once bartered Skyward. The third? Enva would be allowed to play her harp and sing whenever she desired. And lastly, I would be the one to escort her to the under realm.

Dacre had agreed, which shocked me.

For years, he had been blood-bent upon those lost scales, keen to have them returned. All of us knew Warin possessed one, but no one knew that I did. The owners of the other four scales were still a mystery.

I also could not foresee Dacre keeping his eithrals shackled in the shadows, or his hounds in their dens. I could hardly fathom he would let me return without punishment. But I wanted to believe that this might be the beginning of a new era for divines, in which peace between the two clans could be maintained.

Maybe this was Adria’s doing, as if she had at last come into the height of her magic, thirteen years after becoming a goddess. Had we not speculated what she would do to our world when we brought her into it? There had been something else lurking beneath her tranquil magic, something I had seen and recognized the day my life fell apart.

Enva finished strumming on her harp, the last note fading in the wind. She had not played for long—just a sad, bone-aching song for the dead child’s soul—and I helped her rise.

“Are you anxious to return and see your mother’s clan again?” she asked as we walked side by side, heading toward where the door lay, hidden in a hillside.

“No,” I lied. I did not want her to worry on my behalf. To think there was a hint of fear, still lurking in my blood after all these years. “The better question is whether you are anxious. You will be the first Skyward to live below.”

Enva was quiet, her face flushed.

“No,” she answered at last. “Although I will miss seeing the stars.”

We walked a little farther, crossing one of the meandering creeks. I could not offer her reassurance; I knew she would miss the sky. Now that I had tasted its expanse, I realized how the earth might feel like a prison until she grew accustomed to the weight of stone.

Shale blew past us, perhaps in disapproval, perhaps in farewell. It was hard to know with him, and my cloak billowed, its draws tugging on my neck. The cloak was a parting gift from my father; it had been his for many years—an enchanted, sentient weaving. When the wool was vermillion, bright and proud as mortal blood, its wearer was visible, drawing the eyes and attention of gods and mortals alike. But the wool could shift to a dusky lavender, and then its wearer would become invisible.

This was how my father had moved, unseen, all those moments when he met up with my mother. How he had kept them hidden. The cloak had shielded them and their short-lived affair, and now it shielded me.

When Thile had handed it to me, I took it as his way of blessing my departure, as well as saying, Do not die below.

“We are almost there,” I said, pausing to draw a strip of cloth from one of my moonstone pockets. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

Enva was not looking at me. Her eyes, green as meadow grass, were on the clouds, the patches of blue sky.

“I am ready,” she said at last.

I brought the blindfold around her face, knotting it. Then I took her hand—her fingers were icy—and led her the remainder of the way to where the door hid in the hillside. There was a moment when I wondered if it would still open to me and whether I could still find its latch.

My worries melted when my hand found the lintel with ease, the door handle flaring to life beneath my touch.

I was still Underling; I had not forgotten these old secrets.

Together, Enva and I descended into the shadows.



I kept the blindfold around her eyes, leading her through the corridors.

The well-worn passages were just as I remembered, pleasantly cold and firelit, as was the great hall. The jewels still burned in the columns, the painted eithrals still graced the walls, the trestle tables still sat in orderly rows, filled by the three courts. Smoke danced from the hearths, vassals waited with ewers of wine, and the air was spiced, evergreen.

The Underlings rose, silent, when Enva and I appeared.

I walked her down the aisle to the dais, where Dacre sat upon his throne, watching our approach. Gemstones glittered on every finger, and his crown seemed to breathe with starlit diamonds. His robes were the color of a midsummer sky, displaying the brawn of his arms, the golden sandals on his feet. Alva stood to his left, clad in a gray dress, a belt of sapphires cinched at her waist. Her eyes were not on Enva as her brother’s were, but on me, as if curious to discover who I had become while I was gone.

Enva and I reached the footstool. I squeezed her fingers, letting her know we had arrived. She had trusted me, implicitly. I could have taken her anywhere. I could have led her to an iron cage and locked her within it or granted her a blow on the fault line, devouring her magic. Such trust she had given to me, and I could only stand in the light of it, wondering if I was dooming her in this moment. If I was dooming all of us.

Run.

I thought I heard Bade’s voice. A whisper from my past. An echo from my childhood.

Fly.

The temptation to glance behind and look for him made me waver. I had not seen him when we stepped into the hall, but neither had I tried to find him in the sea of faces. He remained my salt-sworn ally, even after all this time.

I had missed him, more than I had thought possible.

“Welcome, Enva of Skyward,” Dacre said, and he could not hide the thrill in his voice. He rose and descended the steps to properly meet her, and I let her go when his shadow rippled over us. “You have pleased me—honored me—by accepting my invitation.”

He removed her blindfold.

Enva gazed up at him, her expression inscrutable. She could have been hewn from pale marble; her features were delicate, her comeliness unassuming. It had always seemed to me that her beauty grew richer as time passed, like dark red wine, and that she clothed her emotions with a veil. Only those closest to her—her allies, her apprentice musicians—ever saw her true face. I had seen it occasionally, but she had always been fond of me, becoming the first person I could trust Skyward despite my father’s warning.

Do not let her music lull you into thinking you are safe with her.

“Thank you, my lord,” Enva said, bowing her head. Her voice was dulcet and smooth, commanding the air. “I am honored by your invitation.”

She was not honored by it. She was furious, but she hid it well.

And she could have fooled me in that moment with her performance.

Dacre took her hand, and that is when he at last looked at me. I knew the court would not acknowledge me until he did. I would be ignored until he welcomed me back into the fold.

“Greetings, Matilda,” he said, to my piercing relief. “We are pleased to see you have returned to us.”

“Lord.” I cast my eyes down in respect. “It is good to return.”

“You will stay with us awhile, I hope? I would like for you to celebrate the vows with us. The first wedding feast will be tonight.”

“Of course.” I glanced at Enva, but her eyes were fixed upon Dacre, studying him for a weakness, a crack in his facade. Little did she know that she was his weakness. No other divine had driven him to such emotion, such madness. I sometimes wondered if he had broken his own laws and melted Skyward coins in his hearth, reveling in a brief stint of music. If he had listened to a sound that haunted him, one he could never forget. “I will be here to celebrate with you both.”

Dacre did not hear me. His attention had riveted to Enva again; there was a gleam of hunger in his eyes, as well as bewitchment. It made me uneasy, but this had not been my decision to make, and I stepped aside as the court was released.

Conversations hummed around me. I stayed to the outskirts, my eyes coasting the upper court for Bade.

“You have grown into something lovely.”

I turned to see Alva. Her eyes were bright, her blond hair falling around her like wisps of sunlight. She genuinely looked pleased to see me, as if she did not remember our last meeting. Quiet, she offered me a chalice of wine, and I took it, shoulders tight with misgiving.

“Have I?” I countered. “They cast bets in the Skyward court that you would not recognize me.”

“Then the Skywards are fools. Do they forget that we were the ones to raise you? You belonged to us first.” She took a sip of wine, continuing to study me. My eyes drifted to the crowd again. “You will not find him here.”

“Who?”

Alva’s smile deepened. “You know whom I speak of. That old, stubborn ally of yours.”

“I thought everyone was expected at court.”

“Then you have not heard?”

My heart gave a sudden lurch. “Heard what?”

If someone had killed Bade, stolen his magic, I would be devastated. The Underlings would regret welcoming me back into their hall.

But then I traced the moonstones on my belt and thought, No. I would know if he were dead.

Alva’s dark-stained lips were parting to speak, but she never had the chance to reply. Another goddess joined our circle, appearing at my periphery heavily perfumed with myrrh and jasmine and charred amber.

“Matilda! What a delight to see you again, child.”

That voice. The sound of it turned me to ice so cold that I burned. Slowly, I angled my face to see none other than Phelyra, dressed in a sumptuous gown and dripping in pearls.

“You have bloomed at last, I see,” Phelyra continued, eyes roving over me. “A true reflection of her beauty.”

Her as in Zenia, and no, I was not the image of my mother and her winter-forged radiance.

Phelyra was very fortunate that I was unarmed, although my fingers twitched, eager to recall my shield. I gave myself one heady moment to imagine slamming it into her chest, knocking her to the ground. Breaking her nose, her teeth. Watching her ichor creep across the floor, as I had once watched my mother’s.

I had never desired to kill, but I felt it then. A dark thread, tangling my insides. Pulling and yanking and knotting my lungs until I could not breathe.

“Matilda?” Alva said, a hint of amusement in her voice as if she could read my thoughts and was keen to see if I would enact them.

I set down the chalice, sloshing the wine in my haste. Quickly, I departed the hall. My blood was hot and I needed a long walk through cold fog and shadows to bank my rage.

But memory is a curious thing. I did not think about where I was going until the moonstones winked above me and I realized I had followed an old pattern. A route grooved down by childhood. My heart fell to a quiet beat as I came to a stop outside the door of my old burrow.








XX
Touch and Claim




MATILDA

The door remembered my hand, unlocking as soon as I touched it.

Inside, the burrow was dark and musty. Cobwebs hung like curtains, and tiny bones crunched beneath my feet as I made my way to the hearth, groping in the darkness for the mantel where the pot of fire powder was stored. I took a handful and tossed the grit onto the ashes, watching the flames return, timid at first. But then they grew, flickering high to cast their light into the chamber.

I was almost afraid to look deeper at my surroundings, but I did.

The burrow had been ransacked.

Chairs were overturned. The earthenware pots from the cupboard had been shattered on the ground. My mother’s dresses had been torn from their hooks, and my feather mattress split open with a sword. Tapestries had been removed and a few stones had been dislodged from the wall, exposing clever hiding spots, and I walked to one of the divots, running my fingers through the dust. It must have been Dacre, in his rage, years ago. Taking what he wanted from us.

The only thing that had not been touched were the prayers, which had accumulated in the crack of the hearthstone like snow. I sighed at the sight. Mortals had been praying to a dead goddess, asking for mild winters, long-burning fires, and sharp wits. What a waste of parchment and ink, I thought, and took the prayers by the handful.

I tossed them into the fire.

The flames ate the folded parchment merrily, crackling and sparking as I gathered another handful. These, too, I burned.

The smoke that rose was sweet, making my throat swell. I swallowed and fed yet another handful to the fire, pausing only when one folded piece of parchment caught my attention. It was bloodstained and limp. When I touched the prayer, I felt a shock of frost, as if it had been buried in hard winter ground.

It unfolded in my hands, exposing a crooked, desperate line.

Matilda, help me.

I inhaled sharply.

No one had written a prayer to me before, and the revelation struck me like a hand: All the prayers I had just burned? They were not for Zenia, but for me.

I fell to my knees, desperate to reclaim them.

“Die down,” I whispered to the fire, but I was not its goddess, and it would not bend to my command. The flames only devoured the parchment faster, hissing when I dared to reach in and grab a corner of parchment. Stricken, I watched the words burn into smoke, unread.

Matilda, help me.

The plea drew my eyes again. Blood-splattered, desperate. If I set the prayer on my tongue and let it melt, I would know who had written it. And yet I hesitated when I brought the parchment to my lips. Why did I think of Vincent, when he had not crossed my mind in years? Why did my heart ache when I envisioned him calling out to me, only to be met by silence?

“You never did keep a tidy burrow, did you?”

I froze at the familiar voice.

Bade.

I tucked the bloody prayer into my pocket and rose, turning to see the god of war standing on the threshold. The first thing I noticed was he had more scars. They crosshatched over his forearms and neck, and even scored his cheeks. Old scars, by the faint shimmer they held, but they were so plentiful it was difficult not to take note of them. Then I met his gaze, which was blank, guarded. I could not tell if he was pleased to see me and I hesitated, smothering the strange, humanlike desire to hurl myself into his arms.

“I learned by example,” I said pointedly, remembering the stale bread, the numerous cups of wine, the piles of books, the pieces of armor that had once been scattered over his own table.

We stared at each other, tension pulling taut like a rope.

He broke the act first. A broad smile split his face, warming his eyes. I could have dropped with relief, and then smacked him for fooling me.

“Gods above, Matilda.” Bade took a step closer. “You’ve grown tall. What have they been feeding you Skyward?”

“Sunsets and rain,” I said dryly. “Although you are just as I remembered.”

“Am I not a touch uglier than I was before?”

“You look like you have gotten yourself into a few scrapes.”

“That is to be expected, though, is it not?”

When he opened his arms, I rushed to him. I let myself have a moment of weakness, clinging to him as he embraced me. Here, I felt safe, after many years of wearing facades and armor, waiting for the worst. Here, I felt like a child, small and innocent and removed from the dangerous dance of gods and power.

It only lasted a moment.

When I pulled back, I could see his scars better. Permanent marks made by claws and teeth. My heart twisted in my chest.

The hounds.

I remembered how they had attacked him. These scars had been made the day I had escaped. A testament of his salt vow to aid and protect me, no matter the cost to himself.

“How is Adria?” I said, clearing my throat.

“She is well and keen to see you. In fact, she has invited you to stay with us during the wedding feasts, if you would prefer to be amongst allies.”

“A kind offer. But I should remain here, to put this burrow back in order.”

“Then you plan to stay below for a while?” Bade asked.

“I have no plans,” I confessed. “But I imagine I will come and go after the wedding, now that Dacre has accepted my presence. Speaking of which … you weren’t at court.”

“No.” Bade snorted. “I have been cast out. Marred, they call it.”

“Because of me?”

“Because of many things, Matilda. And nor do I care. Court is wasted time.”

I wanted to agree with him but could not. Court was where important events happened, as well as how knowledge was spread when it came to magic shifting hands. It was where alliances were made or broken, and power was maintained.

“I saw Phelyra has been welcomed back to court,” I said, once more feeling that ice burn through me. “As have I. And yet you are not? How does Dacre reason with such a decision?”

“Phelyra has paid for her crimes. She has only just been invited back after spending ten years in exile. She is very powerful now and Dacre wants her as an ally, not a rogue wandering the catacombs with the potential to align with the enemy. Needless to say, he has made her grovel.”

“Which you are too proud to do?”

Bade arched a brow. Yes, he was. The only soul I could ever envision him groveling to was Adria.

“But more important than court—” he began, raking his hand through his brown hair. An anxious habit of his.

“Yes, what is it?” I prompted.

“My mother,” he said with a sigh. “She wants to see you.”



Bade walked with me to Orphia’s burrow, which was difficult to find on a good day, let alone one that was charged from Enva’s arrival. The air was full of static, as if a storm was coming. But the fog parted for me at Death’s threshold, exposing a lintel set with glassy obsidian, and a door that was so polished I caught a glimpse of my face within it.

I looked pale and worried, my long hair gleaming like copper.

“Because Adria will ask me,” Bade said, “when should I tell her you are coming to visit?”

“It depends on why your mother wants to speak with me.”

“Do you want me to wait here for you?”

I shook my head. “No. I will come to the forge later, before the wedding feast tonight.”

“As you say.”

When he was gone, I braced myself, rapping my knuckles upon the door.

“Enter,” Orphia said, an impatient bite of an order.

I stepped into the antechamber, palms going damp, and then farther still to the common room, where Orphia stood weaving on her loom with its never-ending tapestry.

It had been a while since I had visited the matriarch’s quarters, and I took a moment to take them in—the honeycomb of vaulted chambers, the marble pillars carved into beasts, the scrying mirror, the herbs that bubbled in the cauldron, the smoke that smelled of feverfew and sage. I realized now that it was not dark robes hanging from the rafters above but collected shadows of the dead, and I stifled a shiver.

“I do not want this man to die,” Orphia said by way of greeting, her eyes fastened to the pattern on her loom.

“Oh?” I paused at a safe distance, irritated. My first time back below in years, and Orphia had called me in for something that had nothing to do with me but some mortal man. “Does he want to die?”

“No,” she answered. Silver rings shaped as small bones still gleamed on every knuckle of her fingers. Her black hair was oiled and combed into a sleek waterfall down her back. She was just as beautiful as I remembered. “But my sister has outwitted me with this weft and warp. A shame. He was mine to take before one dark solstice night, but I refrained, curious to see who he would become. I should have known Rowena would sense it and find a way to force my hand. Damn her.”

“That is a shame for him,” I agreed, thinking about all the things I needed to do at the burrow. I needed a new mattress, new dresses. I needed to restock the cupboard and prepare items to barter at the market for wine and bread, and I needed to gather more wood and powder to feed the fire.

“But perhaps there is a way I can loosen these threads of hers,” Orphia mused, and at last her eyes locked with mine.

My attention sharpened. “How so?”

“By letter, if you can reach him before I pay my visit tonight.” She indicated the salver on the hearthside table, where parchment sealed with a drop of wax sat, waiting. From this distance, I could see a scrawl of ink on the front, a name I could not quite read. “He is doomed when the clouds break, and the moon shines through. That is when I will come for him, unless you can intervene.”

“You have written him a letter, instructing him on how he may evade you?” I asked, thinking how strange it was that Orphia should care so deeply about one mortal man.

“Something of the sort” was all she said, her eyes returning to her work. “But he will be a challenge to reach. If you had not been successful the first time I sent you with an impossible letter … we would not be standing here speaking.”

“Who is he?”

Orphia did not reply. She merely tilted her head toward the salver again, and then resumed her weaving, forgetting my presence.

During my Skyward years, I learned that I could refuse to deliver messages, but it was a difficult current to fight. When someone came to me with a request, my magic stirred whether I wanted it to or not. Enchantment would pull through my body like hunger pangs, keen to be satiated. And I found that I wanted to run from one realm to the next, with nothing but the wind at my back. I wanted to cup my palms and carry words as if they were jewels. I wanted to soak up as much news and knowledge as I could.

I felt most alive when I was on assignment.

My father had watched me come and go through his realm on deliveries but had forbidden me from meddling with mortal requests. I needed to come of age first before I presented myself to humankind as a goddess, and so I had waited, sharpening myself amongst Skywards. But I did crave a challenge, and Orphia knew such. She likewise knew I was curious about the tempestuous world that connected above and below like a silver thread.

I approached the hearthside table, where the letter awaited me. As soon as I touched it, my magic would accept the request, and I would have no choice but to carry it out. I had learned this truth of heralding the hard way and had become far more careful since then. What I chose to touch was within my power, but then it claimed me.

At last, I was close enough to read the name Orphia had addressed this letter to. The mortal man she did not want to die. Another shadow she did not want to hang upon her rafters. For a moment, I merely gazed down at the scrawl of her handwriting. The inked name that was doomed when the clouds broke that night.

My heart reacted before my mind did.

Magic tore through my chest, a pang so vibrant I nearly dropped to my knees.

Vincent of Beckett, Lord of Wyndrift








XXI
A Lord Who Dreams in a Tower




MATILDA

I traced the ink, touching the letter. I let it claim me.

Vincent of Beckett.

His name was a shiver in my bones, a whisper in my memory. Magic stirred, and, like an inner compass, began to pull me to where he dwelled. Dark, cold river water. A tangle of green blankets. A tapestry of red foxes on a stone wall.

He was home, at his ancestral fortress. A castle built by the river Wyndrift. A place I had visited only in his dreams.

And he was lord now. What had happened to his brothers? His father?

My throat went narrow as I tucked Orphia’s letter into one of my pockets, feeling the tug in my chest again. An urgent invitation to find him, quickly. To spare his life before Death came for him, etched in moonlight.

Orphia, satisfied that I had taken the assignment, now ignored me. She was transfixed on her weaving, keen to unravel whatever design Rowena had made, and it was just as well. I did not have any words remaining for her, and I rushed from the burrow.

I forgot about Bade and Adria, as well as Enva and Dacre’s wedding feast that night.

I emerged into the mortal world just as a late-afternoon rain began to fall.



The Bracken Door spilled me out like a yawning mouth, back onto the wild stretch of moors. But I had chosen this threshold because it was close to the river. It was here I had first seen Vincent, hiding with him in the ferns, sealing his mouth with a kiss of innocence. It was here I had run from his brothers, flying over the hills until the wind took note of me. How strange to be on such ground again, and I retraced those old footsteps to the banks of the Wyndrift—a river so wide and powerful that it churned up mist and foam like the sea. I followed it upstream, knowing it would eventually lead me to him. A boy who had often dreamt of drowning in these waters.

The rain fell.

It was Luz, the Skyward goddess, weeping for Enva’s departure. The gloam soon made it difficult to see, even though I knew eventide was still a distance away. I believed I should have plenty of time to reach Vincent before he was appointed to die, and yet my heart was pounding, as if I were late. Cursing beneath my breath, I reached for the two chains that dangled from my moonstone belt, and the small orbs that hung from them. A lunar disk that reflected the mortal moon phase, as well as a sundial, which read the mortal hour. Gifts from my father, mainly because he wanted to compete with the belt my mother had crafted. But they were a way for me to measure time, because it ran differently in the Skyward realm.

We were gods, and yet we lived by the sunrise and sunset of the mortal world. The wax and wane of their moon. The order of their time, and when the seasons were appointed to ebb and flow.

They did not realize the power they truly held over us, these humans who lived for a brief moment of time. But it was far greater than they knew.

I had one more hour of daylight, according to my sundial. I let the disk fall from my palm, where it flashed on its chain, and I returned my attention to the riverbank. It was autumn, when the Skyward goddess Demi spread her cloak over the land. When she sang the trees to gold and crimson and umber. The days were growing shorter, the nights colder, longer. Soon, Phelyra would breathe frost over the grass, and Demi would bow to the ice and the snow.

I winced, pushing Phelyra from my mind.

It did not take long for me to understand why Orphia had said Vincent would be a challenge to reach.

I paused on a rock when I was still a good distance away, gazing through the rain at my assignment. Based on the dreams, I had always envisioned the Beckett fortress as built upon the bank, but it rose up from the middle of the river, planted on a large, diamond-shaped island. A bridge was the only way to reach the castle from either the western bank or the eastern one, upon which I stood. The bridge on my side was a proud, intimidating structure, boasting three different towers.

I narrowed my eyes, feeling the rain soak through my dress, gradually turning it translucent. I needed to get closer to examine the fortress better, to devise a way in, and I drew my cloak around me like it was armor. The fabric was bright red and grumpy in this weather. My father had warned me the weaving could be ornery when wet.

“Make me a shadow,” I whispered to it.

The cloak only billowed in the wind, pulling on the draws at my neck. Of course it would fight me when I needed it most. But then I watched as the hem wavered, violet. The hue crept upward, drinking the vermillion as if it were heart’s blood, until I seemed to become the evening storm light around me.

Invisible, I walked onward up the bank, but then I came across the second challenge that Orphia had conveniently failed to mention—Death was prone to leave out crucial details—and the likely reason that Vincent was doomed to die that night.

Sprawled before me on the eastern bank was a war camp.

Tents and staked banners spilled down the hill to where the bridge met the bank. Knights milled about in chainmail, their destriers tacked and ready to be mounted. Pages moved like ants, hustling from one tent to the next, carrying weapons and shields from makeshift forges. There was a battering ram and a row of trebuchets, made portable by wagons and draft horses. Foot soldiers stood in clumps, wearing dull leather armor, with spears in hand. They were either on watch, practicing a drill, or simply waiting for command. They would be the first to die, I knew, and I could almost feel Orphia’s watchful presence, hovering in the pooling fog.

The eastern bridge was cut off from me, then. Even invisible, I did not want to walk through the camp, because then I would have the obstacle of persuading Vincent’s guards to lift the gate at the bridge, which would be impossible with an assault imminent. But to reach the western bridge, I would have to swim across the river, which was so vast it made me feel small when I stood beside it. I could not drown, but I could be dragged downstream, losing time I could not afford.

My gaze shifted from the river to the camp back to the bridge, and then to the fortress itself, flecked in firelight.

Again, I needed to get closer.

I turned from the shore and walked into a copse of hawthorns and alders, their molted leaves like a wet, decaying rug beneath my sandals. But I found what I needed. A sleek, dark raven was perched in one of the tree boughs. Even she could not see me through the cloak’s enchantment, but she sensed me, and that was enough.

Lend me your sight? I asked her, inwardly.

She heard my request, cocking her head as her shining eyes looked down. Our gazes met, and my sense of sight merged with the bird’s. The raven acquiesced to me, taking flight, and we soared over the river.

The Underlings may have their hidden doors, but the Skywards have their secrets as well. We can merge our sight with any winged creature that welcomes us, and oftentimes even command them. This was one of the first things my father taught me when I took shelter with him in his hall, and he made me vow before the entire Skyward court to keep this secret.

From my vantage point in the sky, I could see how dark the river was in the middle, betraying immeasurable depth. Gently, I prompted the bird to fly upstream, until the fortress and its bridge were beneath us.

Vincent’s castle claimed the river’s island. But even with its impenetrable stone walls, parapets, and iron-toothed portcullis, the castle was second to the bridge’s splendor.

It was a powerful structure divided into two portions—the east and the west—but they both belonged to Vincent and his people. The rapids were only interrupted by the bridge’s foundations—pillars that vanished to the secrets of the riverbed save for the middle tower on the eastern bridge, which was rooted on another small rocky island. My birdlike gaze traced the bridge’s overall length and width; it was built of basalt, bronze, and a slate-tiled roof. The towers were freckled with windows—narrow slits for archers, which burned gold with firelight. Each tower had a portcullis and gate, all of them lowered.

I understood, then, how formidable this bridge was. It was strong and wide enough to let an army pass through, including knights and their shod destriers, rows of infantry and wagon-born trebuchets. It was fortified in such a way that a warrior might spend their entire life within its walls, never setting foot on grass. The lord of this bridge controlled who passed from one side to the other, halting conflicts or spurring them into being.

Such a lord could wield power like a divine.

Such a lord had Vincent become, then.

The raven circled above, but I could not sense Vincent’s presence within the bridge. The tug I felt came from the castle, from a turret of the highest tower.

I prompted the bird to glide closer, our united gaze snagging on the turret’s lone mullioned window, the glass panes open in defiance of the rain. The raven came to a smooth stop on the stone ledge, peering into the interior shadows.

It was a rather sparse circular bedchamber, with sheepskin laid over the floor. A fire burned low in the hearth, its mantel covered in fresh-cut rosemary. The only wall decoration was a tapestry of woven ivy and four red foxes. I recognized it instantly, as it had often appeared in Vincent’s dreams.

Iron candelabras were stationed about the room like sentries, but only a few tapers were lit, the flames struggling to burn against the coming night. There was a desk smothered with paper, glass inkwells, and goose quills, and a wardrobe with intricately carved doors. Armor and chainmail hung on a wooden frame by the hearth, glimmering in the firelight.

My gaze flickered from one side of the chamber to the next, at last settling on the bed.

A man slept upon it, his chest rising and falling in a steady pattern. His lean frame was supine on the green coverlet, his long hair, dark as the winter solstice’s night sky, spread across the pillow. He was dressed in trousers and a simple but well-spun tunic, with leather patches at the elbows and an open neckline, loosely tied. His knee-high boots looked worn but polished, his feet crossed at the ankles. A single ring flashed silver on his hand, claiming his sinister forefinger. His pale profile was cut sharp as the rock of his holding. Not handsome, but still arresting.

Vincent.

There he was, thirteen years older from when I had last seen him. Only a trace of that boy remained within him, glinting like a very small gem, but I would have recognized him anywhere, even if he had drastically changed. There he was, slumbering when Death was coming for him. Sleeping, when an army had gathered at the foot of his bridge.

Wake up, I wanted to call to him, feeling the urgency of my mission, the dire position he was in. Wake up!

The raven cawed, startling from the ledge. My magic broke suddenly, untethering from the bird with a flap of feathers and needlelike rain.

My sight returned to my body with a jolt.

I was still standing beneath the dripping branches of the hawthorns and alders. Twilight was staining the air; I was almost out of time. My mark was Vincent in his tower, and I would not arrive by gate and bridge. I would reach him by taking the fastest, clearest path, which meant I needed to go by river.

And who was the god of rivers these days?

I wanted to laugh at my luck, but I asked my cloak to shift to vermillion again, so that I could be seen. Then I walked to the bank and took a stone within my hand, skipping it over the water.

I called to the god of rivers, who was also the god of iron. The vicious god of spring.

Warin.








XXII
The Trouble with Loans and Old Lovers
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He arrived much faster than I anticipated. In the past, Warin had liked to make me wait when I had wanted him or called for him. But when I heard his tread on the stony shore—when I felt his presence like one feels a cold shadow—I realized he must have been close, interested by the war camp that had gathered on the riverbank.

“You are the last goddess I expected to call for me,” he drawled. “Aren’t you supposed to be below, celebrating Enva’s imprisonment with your uglier kin?”

I turned to see him standing behind me, three paces away. He was dressed in robes that looked as if they had been dipped in sunset. His ashen-blond hair was silver in the fading light. His beauty was still as striking as it had been the first time I looked upon him in Fate’s orchard, his expression cruel, his blue eyes guarded as if he did not trust me, even after all the years we had spent as lovers, entwined on his bed.

Given our last parting on the steps of his villa, which had drawn blood from us both, I knew that he would be loath to aid me in this moment. But despite the jaded gleam of his eyes, there was also a curious spark within them.

That fire rekindled my determination.

“Hello, Warin,” I greeted him, removing the hood of my cloak. “You look well.”

His gaze traveled down my body, lingering on my belt of moonstones. “I wish I could say the same of you, little goddess, but the rain has a way of making you look quite mortal.”

It was an insult, but I did not feel the sting he hoped. Warin was one of those rare gods who never dallied with humankind, thinking they were far beneath him. He was telling me that I was unattractive to him now, even as my dress clung to me like gossamer, and my skin was flushed from the chilled air. My hair was unbound, spilling around me like red wine.

His eyes told me otherwise. He could not look away from me.

“I do not wish to waste your time,” I began, my voice pitched low, deep. “But there is something I need from you.”

“You never needed anything from me, Matilda.”

“Then should I call on another Skyward god? Perhaps Shale?”

Warin fell quiet, but his gaze burned through mine. He despised the god of wind and how my father favored Shale over all other divines at court. How Shale had always been fond of me, the first Skyward I had ever trusted.

“Speak your request,” Warin said, crossing his arms. “Perhaps I will grant it to you.”

I swallowed, hating that my mouth went dry. “Will you lend me your magic? From sunset to sunrise?”

His brow arched, betraying his surprise. “Which one?”

“Your power over rivers.”

“No.”

“You don’t want to give it a moment of consideration?”

“I never let anyone borrow magic from me,” he said. “And you, above all others, should know that.”

I did. I knew it, and yet I had dared to hope he might be moved to make an exception for me. That his curiosity as to why I wanted his power for a night would undo him, and that he would draw the constellation of rivers onto my palms with his hot ichor.

A beat of silence came between us. There was only the river and the rain and our breaths, rushing through the air.

“Why do you want my power?” he finally asked.

“I need to cross,” I replied, my hand sweeping toward the currents. “I have an assignment and must reach the castle before dark. As you can see … the eastern portion of the bridge is closed to me.”

“Who are you bearing a message for?”

“That I cannot say, unless you grant me your magic.”

Warin smirked, pleased with my response. “I have taught you well, haven’t I?”

He had taught me many things, but this was not one of them. The cunning had come from my mother.

I waited, the tension in my chest coiling tight.

“Borrowing my magic is out of the question,” he said. “But there is something I can loan you that will enable you to walk the riverbed with ease.”

“Tell me.”

He reached into his robes, withdrawing a set of slippers. They were made of iron bands, braided reeds, pebbles, moss, and silt from the river. I would have thought them odd had I not sensed the enchantment pulsing from them.

“What is this loan?” I asked.

“You may take these slippers and use them however you would like,” Warin said with a scythe of a smile. “You can walk through my rivers. You can breathe underwater as long as they are on your feet. But when I am ready for their return, you must bring the slippers to me yourself.”

This was not as terrible as I had been expecting. Was I not a herald who delivered messages? What difference did slippers make? I nodded.

“You must give me ample time with the shoes, and you cannot hold me when I return them,” I said.

“Hold you? I think I have held you enough and gotten my fill, don’t you agree?”

“You know what I imply, Warin. I make the delivery for their return, and then I may go. You cannot keep me longer than I would like to stay.”

His eyes narrowed, his smile losing its edge. “I am offended you think so low of me, Matilda. If I had wanted to put you in a gilded cage, I would have done so by now. And despite the last time you were at my villa … we spent many good moments there together. Unless you have forgotten?”

“I have not,” I was swift to reply. “But it would be foolish of me to accept a loan without defining terms on my end. As you once taught me.”

That mollified him. I had stoked his pride again, and Warin inclined his head.

“I will not hold you longer than the span of a dinner, at which I request you join me when you return the slippers.”

I had to stifle a groan. He was sly, and I was thankful my intuition had ignited, or else he might have tried to hold me longer than a meal.

“I agree,” I said, but my heart lurched with uncertainty.

Warin extended the river slippers. I accepted them, amazed by how light they felt, how delicate, as if they might come unraveled at the slightest touch.

“Who made them?” I asked, easing down to sit on a rock. Quickly, I unlaced my sandals.

“I do not know her name,” Warin said, as if tired. “A mortal woman, in my hall.”

His answer made me pause, but I only curbed my tongue. Anger him now, and he might retract the loan.

Instead, I said, “How will I know when you want them returned?”

Warin smiled. The western trade wind began to blow, and he prepared to ride it. Leaves spun in the air around us; the rain fell harder.

“Don’t worry, Matilda,” he said, just before he vanished. “You will know when I call for you.”



The slippers were a perfect fit.

I tucked my sandals into a pocket, wiggling my toes until the reeds, the moss, the stones, the silt, and the iron felt as much a part of me as my own skin. Then I gazed at the river as if I had never seen it before. Eventide had arrived; I was anxious that even with Warin’s enchanted shoes, I would not reach Vincent before the clouds broke.

I stepped into the shallows, my pulse a throb in my veins.

Down I went, one step after the other. Deep into the river, the water churning around me with a coldness that I could only liken to the indigo stretch of sky just above the clouds. And yet how heavy I felt in my center, as if the shoes and my very heart—my bones and my breath—had been cast into lead. How strange it was to let the water close over my head, swallowing me whole.

But Warin’s slippers held true.

I walked along the riverbed, the shoes an anchor and a guide.

I walked over sand that drifted like snow, over the skeleton of a drowned knight and his rusted armor. Through patches of kelp and schools of iridescent fish and around barnacled rocks that were jagged like teeth. Soon, I could no longer see. I was in the belly of the Wyndrift, a place so profound and frigid no light could reach it, and I paused, afraid to breathe. I had been holding air in my lungs, letting it smolder like fire, until I had no choice but to trust Warin and what he had promised me.

I opened my mouth and drew the water in.

It filled me like evening air, sweetened by storm. My lungs swelled like it was incense in my father’s hall, like the taste of burnt prayers, and I continued onward into the deep.

The tug on my ribs came again, as if a rope had been fastened to me, reeling me to my assignment. A lord who dreamt in a tower, who might remember me or might not. Orphia’s words trickled down my bones, spurring me to walk faster through the thick weight of water, my cloak streaming behind me like a pennant.

He was mine to take before one dark solstice night, but I refrained, curious to see who he would become.

That statement had not meant much to me when she had uttered it, when I had envisioned a stranger. But connected to Vincent, it made my heart rise in my throat.

He is doomed when the clouds break, and the moon shines through.

This was all a game between sisters. Mortals were entertainment for divines. Who could out-weave the other, who could make a pattern that could not be picked loose. A weaving of lives and deaths that would hold.

I bared my teeth to the water.

The currents shifted; I sensed the bridge ahead of me. I could feel the powerful draw of it, interrupting the rapids, as if I stood near a beehive, especially when I passed the middle tower of the eastern bridge, which was built upon the rock. The water hummed around its foundations; the river seemed to sing for it.

I had no doubt there was an Underling door somewhere in the middle tower, opening to a passage below. Finding that threshold would be crucial, providing me a quick escape route should I need one. And I decided that emerging here at the bridge’s foundation, appealing to Vincent’s guards at one of the gates, was a terrible idea.

I knew where the lord lay.

When I reached the bedrock of his tower, I paused to rest my palms upon the slick stone. There were tiny cracks that I could use as purchase for my fingertips and toes. I had been born surrounded by such stone, but I had never scaled it in such a daunting manner. Doubt made me waver until I began to pull myself up, and the slippers gripped the footholds with ease, their enchantment aiding me.

I climbed, rising out of the river.

My dress was heavy, weeping water. Hair clung to my neck like skeins of yarn, and my cloak flapped wildly, tugging at my collarbones as if to exclaim, Have you lost your mind?

“Do not fight me,” I murmured, continuing my ascent. “Make me a shadow.”

Breathless, I fixed my eyes upon the distant turret and Vincent’s illuminated window. The rain continued to pour; the clouds had not broken yet. There was still time for me to unravel the pattern Fate had woven for him, and yet my thoughts scattered like glass, racked by sudden nerves.

Would he recognize me? Remember me? I had not planned a dialogue, but perhaps I should have when I was traveling the riverbed …

A shout broke my momentum.

I paused to glance over my shoulder, looking at the eastern bridge.

I did not think I was the inspiration for the alarm until an arrow whizzed past me.

Someone had spotted me from one of the bridge towers, as impossible as that seemed with the cover of darkness. But then I noticed the vermillion shade of my cloak, how it was like a burnished ruby catching the dying light. It had drawn their eyes to me, refusing my request for invisibility, and I was tempted to yank the fabric from my neck and let it fall to the river in punishment.

“Traitor,” I whispered, and continued my climb.

The cloak only flapped, indifferent.

Grumpy, indeed.

Another arrow clattered against the stone, a hairsbreadth from my sinister hand.

I hurried my pace. I was almost to Vincent’s window. I could almost feel the firelight wash over my face when an arrow caught me in the back, just beneath my shoulder blade.

My body froze, more from shock than pain. It was only a minor inconvenience, a slight sting of discomfort in my lungs, and I continued my ascent, listening to my heart thunder through me.

At last, I reached the window. A triumphant grin spread across my lips; I could taste the rain as I heaved myself upward onto the sill.

A second arrow stung me in the calf. But again, it was something I could handle later, and I did not feel the arrow’s bite as I tumbled into Vincent’s room. I would have preferred a more elegant arrival, but this would have to do for now.

I felt his gaze.

Slowly, I lifted my chin to look at him.

He was not on his bed, slumbering, as I expected him to be. No, he stood by the hearth wearing only his trousers. The firelight danced over his bare skin, highlighting the contours of his shoulders, his chest, and a long scar that wound across his abdomen like a serpent. Water shone on his freshly shaven chin; he had been washing his face, and his cheeks were reddened. The tang of dried herbs and tallow soap hung in the air.

My presence seemed to enchant him into stone. He did not move; he did not even seem to be breathing. But then the outside world seeped in. Alarmed shouts from the bridge, followed by the pound of booted feet hurrying up tower steps to reach their lord and his presumed assassin.

His name caught in my throat like a splinter.

Vincent.

I yearned to say it, but his face was harsh as he stared at me, disbelief surrendering to anger.

“Who are you?” he asked, reaching for the dirk on his hearthside table. The steel flashed in his hand. “What do you want?”

His voice was smoky, deep. It pulled on me like the tides, keen to stir up old memories.

So he did not remember.

And I remained on my knees, my ichor beginning to drip from my wounds. Pain ripped through me like wet parchment when I drew a shaky breath. It was strange; the discomfort did not stem from the arrows but something inward, as if a bone of mine had fractured, or an organ had been pierced.

I had not felt such agony in a long time, and I willed myself to be cold. To mend whatever seam this moment had torn open. Let ice grow over my bones until they would not break, and I would not feel, and I would not regret what could have been.

Vincent walked to me, ignoring the knocks on his door. The voices that were calling to him, desperate.

Even as he drew close, I did not move. My hair was tangled across one side of my face, down my neck. I was drenched, weighed down by river water, and I swallowed when he reached me, close enough that I could have touched his legs.

I held his gaze, frozen. But a shiver coursed down my spine.

He gave a sharp inhale, as if he had been struck. His posture went rigid; his gray eyes widened like he was drowning.

The dirk slipped from his fingers, clattering on the floor.

And then came his voice again, soft and unguarded. Something I could recognize, as if we had met in a dream.

“Matilda?”








XXIII
Iron and Stone and Gold




VINCENT

I should have known it was her the second she tumbled in through the window. I should have recognized her when she looked at me with those doe-brown eyes, but the truth was I had not dreamt of her in a very long time. I had not thought of her in years.

Despite this, I should have known that one day she would return to me, unexpectedly and unceremoniously, as only a divine could do. I should have known she would stumble upon me again, just like she had that day in the bracken.

The moment stretched long, tenuous between us. My throat closed as I continued to stare at her; she had only become more beautiful, more powerful with time. A rose that had grown thorns. It felt as if I were standing on sand. That if I moved too quickly—if I touched her—the ground might shift beneath me.

My suspicions returned as they did with anything that concerned divinity.

The dirk gleamed on the floor; I should have held on to it.

“Why are you here?” I asked. “What do you want with me?”

She did not have a chance to answer. The door finally blew open, exposing a frantic Edric and a cadre of knights, all with swords drawn.

“Lord?” Edric stepped into the room. His gaze swung to Matilda before flickering to the blade that was within easy reach of her hand. “Reports from the bridge say an assassin has entered through the window. Shall I take her to the keep for questioning?”

I glanced back to Matilda, delaying my reply to see what she would do. But she was no woman, no mortal; she was a goddess, and threats of the keep did not frighten her. I also realized that she was bleeding. I could smell her ichor, a fragrance that enticed me. It was like mist on the moors. Sweetened smoke.

There was an arrow in her back; the fletching trembled when she breathed. A second arrow had sunk into her calf. She seemed unbothered by them, almost like she had forgotten they were there.

If she had been flesh and blood and doomed to die, those shots would have wiped her clean from the tower wall. She would have drowned in the river by now.

“Lord,” she said to me in a husky voice. “May I speak privately with you?”

I was tempted to say no. No, I do not want to be alone with you. No, I do not want to hear what you have to say after all these years of silence. No, I do not want to return to childhood, when I felt safe with you.

But gods, how there was a small part of me that longed to.

I realized that I was vulnerable when it came to her. And I could not afford any other weaknesses, not with my uncle on the riverbank, keen for my blood.

“Edric?” I said, my eyes remaining on Matilda. “Tell Alyse to bring up some wine, as well as some bandages. I will handle this alone.”

“You do not wish for us to take this woman to the keep?”

“She is a goddess. This is Matilda, herald of the gods.”

Edric went very still, as did the other knights. He was reverent, as were most of the people of Wyndrift, who buried prayers in the garden for Under
    lings or burned them in hearth fire for Skywards. Who told myths to their children at night, and who lived bound by respect, keen to one day see a god. To speak to them. To welcome them into their halls, to sup at their tables. To sleep with them in their beds. To gain their favor in any possible way.

“Goddess,” Edric said, a bit hoarser now, pressing a palm to his breast. His rugged face, which looked perpetually windburnt from all his hours out of doors, flamed a bright scarlet.

In all my life, I had never seen the man blush. He had been a mercenary in his younger years, before he came to Wyndrift to serve my father as the captain of his guard. There was not much that knocked him off-balance—no sword, no woman, no treachery—but I suppose a surprise visit from a goddess was something he had never expected to experience.

“Forgive me,” he continued, “for the interruption. But may I ask why you have come?”

Matilda began to rise, gracefully. My hand twitched at my side, but I did not move to assist her. In fact, I glanced away, desperate for something else to hold my attention. To keep my eyes off her wet garments and the rosy flush of her skin.

“I have a message,” she replied. “For your lord.”

She had yet to say my name. I continued to stare at my armor, how it shined on the rack, waiting for me to don it. But I had an inkling why she was here. What kind of message she carried for me.

“Leave us,” I said to Edric.

He bowed, herding the remaining knights from the room. Once we were alone, I picked the dirk up off the floor and indicated one of the leather chairs before the hearth.

“Would you like to sit?” I asked after an awkward lull.

Matilda nodded and took the chair, perching upon its edge as if she were a bird, prepared to take flight at the slightest motion. I set the dirk down to yank a tunic from my wardrobe, pulling it quickly over my head, and I realized why she had sat in such a way—the arrows.

She drew up her white dress all the way to her knees. Water beaded her fair skin, and her feet were clad in the strangest of shoes, a patchwork of iron and moss and pebbles and reeds. But I did not have time to study the oddity further; her motion snagged my eyes as she yanked the arrow from her calf.

More ichor trickled down her leg, pooling on the floor. Arrow set aside, Matilda took the hem of her cloak and pressed it to the wound, and I was uncertain what to do. I felt like an intruder in my own room, standing and watching her.

“I will need your help removing the other one,” she said, glancing up at me. “It is deep, and I cannot reach it.”

“Fine,” I said, the word thick in my throat. I moved to stand behind her, and while I had a clear view of the arrow, embedded directly below the eave of her shoulder and protruding beneath the drape of her cloak, the back of the chair was in the way. “It would be better if you lay down. And removed your cloak.”

Wordlessly, Matilda did as I asked.

She untethered her cloak and draped it on the arm of the chair before she melted to the floor, prostrate. And if I had thought I could merely stand above her and tug it free, I was wrong. I needed to straddle her.

“In order for me to remove this, I need to … be closer to you.”

“Yes,” she said. “Go ahead.”

My boots bracketed her waist. Slowly, I eased down, until I sat on the curve of her back. Her body gave beneath mine, heating the inside of my thighs. This was not the first time we had touched; I inevitably reminisced on that long-ago day in the ferns, when I had held on to her, desperate to keep her close. No eithral could tear her from me, or so I had believed. But I was still surprised by how soft she felt. How warm she was, as if she were spun from the same flesh, the same bone as I was.

Of course, she was not. She was forged from iron and stone and gold. From secrets I could never taste, from places I could never tread.

“Why are you hesitating?” she asked.

“I am not.”

“Are you worried about hurting me? It is just an arrow.”

“And yet you have bled all over my floor.”

She fell quiet but turned her head. I could see the proud lines of her profile, gilded in firelight. Her hair was a tangled mess around her; I felt her breathe, deep and steady pulls of air.

I cried out to you, and you never answered.

Why did I care? That solstice was a long time ago; I had been a naive boy writing to her, thinking she would be my salvation. I took hold of the wooden shaft, drawing on all the anger, the sorrow, the fears I had buried for the past thirteen winters, and I yanked the arrow free.
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MATILDA

We did not speak for a few moments afterward.

I had lied; I did feel pain when the arrow came loose—a sharp sting that made me wince. I wanted to hide my response, this weakness that welled from a mere arrowhead, but I think he felt it, and Vincent surprised me by pressing down on my wound with his palm.

Beneath his hand, my pain dissipated. The torn vessels knit back together within moments, halting the flow of my blood. The ragged edges of my skin remarried into something smooth, leaving not even a hint of a scar behind.

I exhaled, deeply, and Vincent shifted away. My skin felt cold without him; I had not realized how much I had been soaking in his warmth, like a serpent does the sun’s, until he was gone.

Rising, I returned to the chair he had offered, gooseflesh dancing down my arms as I sat.

“Are you cold?” he asked, but he was not looking at me. He was washing my blood from his hands in a basin, the reflection of his face shining in an oval mirror. There was a furrow in his brow, as if he were worried, or anticipating something terrible. As if my presence here made him uneasy.

“No,” I said. Another lie, although I had been born in the coldest reaches of the earth, embraced by stone and jewels that had never known sunlight. I had dwelled in the expanse of the sky, walking through villas haunted by snow clouds and riding trade winds that had been colder than ice. Why, then, did the mortal realm sink into me with such bite, with such teeth?

Vincent wiped his hands dry and knelt to toss another log on the fire. His face turned brilliant in the sudden wash of sparks and light, his hair so black it boasted the blue sheen of raven feathers. I was studying him when a rap broke the silence, and he stood to answer the door.

An older woman waited on the threshold, bearing a tray. She was dressed in simple gray homespun; a cream linen mantle was draped over her head, but a few curls of white hair framed her ruddy face. And while she did not reach Vincent’s shoulder in height, her aura was one of authority, and I recognized it, instantly. She was a matriarch in some way, as Orphia was below and Rowena was above.

I decided to take care around her.

“Wine and bandages, as you requested, lord,” she said, taking note of me sitting in the chair, drenched to my bones. The two discarded arrows and pools of ichor, glimmering on the floor. “And perhaps I may find the lady something warm and dry to wear, before she catches cold?”

The gods did not catch cold, and nor did we wear layer upon layer of clothes like mortal kind did. But I sensed how reluctant Vincent was to look at me, dressed in a sheer gown.

“That would be very kind,” I said with a bow of my head.

Vincent took the tray from her. “Thank you, Alyse.”

Shrewd, protective Alyse shut the door, and Vincent returned to the fireside, setting the tray down on a low-slung table. The bandages had come too late, but he poured us each a chalice of wine, and he at last met my eyes as he extended the offering to me.

“So,” he said, settling into the chair across from mine. “You have a message for me?”

Our gazes aligned. My heart quickened when I thought about the words I carried in my pocket, inked by Death’s hand. For some reason, I did not want to surrender them just yet, because that would mean I had fulfilled the assignment. There would be nothing else to keep me here, and I wanted to linger, if only for a little while longer.

“I do. But before I deliver it to you … may I ask why a war camp has settled on the eastern bank?”

Vincent smiled, but it was one I had never seen on his face before. Wry and jaded. It made him look far older. “Thirteen years since I last saw you, and you want to speak to me of war?”

I bit the inside of my lip. Little did he know that the god of war was my salt-sworn ally, and I was more powerful than the little goddess he had once dreamt of.

“Is that a foolish question?” I asked, keeping my voice calm despite the heat that was simmering in me. “Then let me say that I have done many foolish things as a goddess.”

One of them being him, and his dreams, which had irrevocably softened me. Because here I was, sitting with him when I should be below, preparing for Dacre and Enva’s wedding feast. Here I was, remaining behind for something that had died, long ago.

“I never claimed you were foolish,” Vincent said, his tone sharpening. “But surely you can understand my confusion, Matilda. You were in my life until you suddenly were not, and while most of the gods deem us entertainment, a mere means to get what they want, I never thought of you in such light.”

“What, then, did you think of me?”

“You were my friend,” he said, almost a whisper, as if it hurt to speak. “That is the only reason why I am giving you the time of day, allowing you to sit here in my chambers. I am making an exception for you.”

“You would have imprisoned any other divine if they had tumbled in through your window?” I could not hide my shock. It rippled through me, like rings on a lake. “You would have plunged that dagger into their heart, their throat?”

“I certainly would not be sitting here, sharing my best wine with them.”

His irreverence made me feel colder, not because I wanted his worship—I had never desired it—but because I was suddenly fearful for him. He was not wrong; most gods viewed humankind in lackadaisical ways. They were fragile like milk teeth; they died with ease, and there was always another to fill the gaps their death made. Souls were constantly in the throes of death and birth, a cycle that we watched with numb hearts.

But humans who hated us, refusing to kneel or pray or acknowledge our powers, often painted a target upon themselves. How much could a god bestow on a hardened heart before it shattered? It often became a game, an obsession, until the mortal either crumbled in surrender or died long before their time.

I did not want that for Vincent.

Let him grow old and wise. Let him find love, and kinship, and gentleness in this dark, bleak world. Let him slip beneath immortal notice like a shadow.

I wanted those things for him. But I also could not ignore the drum of worry in my chest. Already, he had drawn the attention of Fate and Death. Warin now reigned over rivers, and was no doubt lurking about the banks, waiting for the worst to unfold. Bade, who should also be aware of the gathering war camp, was far below. And yet here I was, tossed into the midst of a tangled weaving, uncertain what would happen when the sun rose.

Vincent did not know what to make of my silence, of how I stared at him as if I had never seen him before. He raised the chalice of wine to his lips, and I was struck by a sudden thought.

“Wait,” I said, rising in such haste I spilled my own wine. It stained my dress like mortal blood; the air was redolent with hints of currants, dark cherries, oakwood.

He froze as my fingers closed over his, grasping the stem of his cup.

“What is it?” he asked, the words clipped in irritation.

“Let me drink first.”

Vincent stared at me, his breaths shallow, and all I could think was this: The rain was still pattering on the windowsill. The darkness had gathered like silk; it felt soft and thick, shielding the moon, the stars, the distant glimmer of Skyward halls. Somewhere, deep in the clouds, thunder rumbled. Another goddess, mourning Enva’s departure for the under realm.

“You assume it’s poisoned?” he asked with a chuckle, incredulous.

“Why do you think I am here?” I whispered in reply, holding his gaze.

When the clouds break, Orphia had said. But I did not want to take any chances.

Vincent released the chalice. I lifted it to my own lips, sniffing the wine before I took a long draw. Poison would not kill me; it would only loosen my tongue to speak truth. In any other company, I would have hesitated. I would have refused to put myself in such a vulnerable position.

The wine was rich, bold. I held it in my mouth, sifting through its layers. I could taste the season these grapes had been harvested in. The year, which had been seven summers ago. Fruit that had been harvested late beneath low gray clouds. A flood that had turned up golden silt from the river.

I drank, feeling its fire, and knew it was safe.

“Here,” I said, giving him the chalice. “There is no poison.”

“You swam through the river, climbed my tower in the rain, suffered two arrows, only to be cupbearer to me?”

Slowly, I resumed my seat, my cheeks warm. “I am only taking precautions. The message I have for you? It was written by Death’s own hand.”

“Ah, yes. Has she found my soul worthy enough to gather up now?”

I frowned at his sarcasm but recalled Orphia’s words. The hollow ring of them. He was mine to take before one dark solstice night, but I refrained, curious to see who he would become.

I had seen a scar winding its way across Vincent’s abdomen. A blow that should have killed him.

I reached into one of my moonstone pockets, my fingertip tracing the pointed edge of Orphia’s letter, which sat beside the wrinkled, blood-splattered prayer. Matilda, help me. I let that desperate plea rest—I would carry its weight forever in guilt—and retrieved the message from Death. I set it on the table beside the wine and bandages.

My delivery had been fulfilled, and the magic released me with a sigh.

Vincent glanced down at the parchment, but he made no movement to accept it.

“You have come to tell me something I already know,” he claimed, softer now. “It is my uncle who has gathered forces on the eastern bank, preparing to take this fortress from me. I’m not surprised to hear that Death stalks close tonight, although poisoned wine? I do not think my uncle would have wanted such an end for me. He is a coward, but he needs to witness my death, to ensure it happens this time.”

“Your uncle?” I echoed, a sour tang creeping up my throat. “Grimald?”

“Yes.”

“I thought—”

“That he once lived here with us? That he fought for Adria at our side during the last war? He did. But that was before the solstice we call the Dark Winter happened. The night when Grimald betrayed us.” Vincent paused, gazing into the fire, as if he did not want to relive these memories. “It is strange how it feels like it only happened yesterday, and yet … my father and brothers have been gone for a decade. Sometimes, it feels as if we lived in another life entirely.”

I was quiet, listening, as he began to tell me of the Dark Winter.

The people of Wyndrift had gathered in the fortress hall for the winter solstice holy day—feasting, drinking, dancing, reveling. They had soaked up fireside myths, listened to chansons, sealed their mouths with holy kisses beneath hanging greenery. Vincent’s youngest brother, Nathaniel, had gone to bed early from a stomachache, Alyse whisking him away like a hen. She was not only seneschal, I learned, but akin to a grandmother to the Beckett brothers, whose mother had vanished not long after Nathaniel’s birth. I realized now why Alyse had been protective when she had delivered the wine and bandages, but I pushed that conclusion aside as Vincent told me how he and his two elder brothers, Finnian and Marcher, and their father had sat on the dais, warmed through from spiced wine and flutes and merry songs.

That was when his uncle had stood from one of the trestle tables, lifting his goblet as if he were preparing to toast.

What followed was surprise, betrayal, and spilled blood. A third of the knights of Wyndrift broke their oaths and turned on their lord, slaying Vincent’s father and brothers. A sword had been driven into Vincent’s side, and he had collapsed on the floor, pretending to be dead.

“What happened next?” I asked.

“I waited until they were preoccupied with celebrating their victory,” Vincent said. “When they weren’t looking, I crawled from the hall to … to the garden. It was snowing. I lay down to die and yet couldn’t. Edric found me, carried me to where they had hidden Nathaniel. The knights who had remained loyal fought and took back the fortress, driving my uncle and his allies out. I was deemed lord although I have never wanted this title—it was never supposed to be mine—and we have since waited for Grimald to one day return, keen to finish what he started.”

“Why does he want this fortress?”

“He believes it is his birthright. His inheritance. In our realm, titles and land are always inherited by the firstborn. Rarely does a second- or third-born child inherit those things while the firstborn lives. My father was a second-born son. Grimald was the eldest. And yet their sire parted with the old ways and tradition, naming my father as his heir. It has since caused contention amongst my family and the people of Wyndrift. Who is the worthy lord of the river? Some believe it is Grimald, in keeping with the old ways, and others believe that—after my father—it was supposed to be Finnian, then Marcher, and then me.”

“And where has your uncle been these past ten years?”

“Away, conquering another holding, another piece of land,” Vincent replied. “He has not been idle. He left disgraced with a handful of disowned knights and has returned a baron, with five thousand men to fight for him.”

I remembered the camp, how it had stretched as far as I could see on the riverbank. Tents, makeshift forges, a battering ram, trebuchets, knights and their destriers.

“When does the fighting begin?” I asked.

Vincent drained his wine and stood, as if he were finished with our conversation. As if the exception he had granted for me—this opportunity to sit with him in his bedroom—had reached its end.

“Daybreak. But my uncle has asked for a parley on the bridge. I am supposed to meet him there soon, to see if we can discuss a way out of armed conflict.”

“Is there a chance of that happening? A successful parley?” My hope surged as I also rose. “The letter from Orphia … she said there is a way you may evade her hand. If you would but read her words.”

Vincent walked to the window, standing on the very ground I had gracelessly sprawled upon, his fingers laced behind his back. I knew he was gazing into the darkness where his uncle’s camp rested, its fires burning like fallen stars on the bank.

“I don’t need to read Orphia’s words,” he said. “Although I thank you for delivering the letter. For crossing great odds to reach me. But I will not make myself beholden to any god.”

“Reading a letter makes you beholden?” I could not hide how his statement irritated me, and he heard it in my voice, turning from the window to set his gaze upon me again.

“Yes,” he said. “Once I read whatever she has written to me … I will never be able to forget those words. They will divide my attention, filling me with questions that I will never know the answer to, which will make me weak. And should I survive this night, it would not be in my own power but hers, which creates a debt. And I do not desire to owe a divine anything.”

I opened my mouth to refute him and found that I could not.

He spoke with such conviction, such fervor, I felt it pull in my chest like knotted yarn.

“I understand,” I said softly. Because I did. I knew about debts and weaknesses and divided attention. How once a letter was opened and read, its words carved themselves into the mind, the heart. Matilda, help me. “If you will not accept Orphia’s aid, then will you accept mine? Not as a goddess, but as a friend?”

Vincent stiffened.

I knew he had written that prayer. The one that was haunting me. He had once begged me to help him on the darkest night of his life, and I had not answered. I had been far away, lost in the clutches of the sky, but I was here with him now. I could aid him, atone for those years of my silence.

“Let me stay with you,” I said, walking to where he stood. “Let me help you.”

“Matilda.” Vincent sighed my name, a sound that betrayed his desperation. “You call yourself a friend to me, and yet all those nights when we met in dreams? None of that was real. Our friendship was built on nothing more than a lonely boy’s fancy.”

His words stung like a third arrow, lodging in my ribs.

They brought me up short, paces away from him, and once more, I could not refute his statement. Dreams were not real; had I not read them in a scroll, been entertained by them as if they were myths? Had I not been passive within them save for the nightmare on the cliff, which had ended with Grimald dragging me into darkness? A moment that still hooked me with fear?

“What is it that you want most in life?” I asked, hoping there was still a kernel of truth in all those dreams, all those moments we had spent together. Climbing towers, riding ponies over the moors, sitting side by side in the hall.

Vincent arched his brows, surprised by my question. “Why does that matter now?”

“Are you afraid to answer me?”

“Yes,” he breathed. “Because if I voice what I want, I will be doomed to never obtain it. If I confess such to a god, would you not wield it as a weapon against me?”

“You think very low of the gods.”

“If I think low of them, it is only because they have earned such merit.”

“And is that how you now think of me?”

Vincent was silent. A muscle feathered in his jaw. And I had thought I knew the staggering pain of losing a friend, but this one cut a wound so deep I could not breathe for a moment.

Tell him what happened.

My heart ached, and the words nearly spilled from me. I had not ignored his prayer out of spite, but because I had not been below to receive it. I had lost my mother; I had fled to the sky.

But that would have made me far too vulnerable. And by the cold glint in his eyes … no, I could not imagine bearing my soul to him now.

“Then why are you speaking to me?” I asked, a tremor in my voice. “If dreams are not real, and our friendship is now considered a mere fancy, and all the gods are vile, then why waste your time with me? Why waste a chalice of your best wine? Why waste your voice and your words, the last moments of your life before Death comes for you tonight? Why soil your palms with my blood?”

His breaths had quickened as if my words had cut him. But he held my gaze as I stepped closer, his face flushing as if I were fire, warming his skin.

“I do not deserve it, do I?” I whispered. “And you are right—you knew me well in your dreams, shaping me into what you needed. But the truth is this: You know nothing about me or what my life is like below or above and how I hang between the two. You did not even know my name until I finally gave it to you.”

Vincent pressed his lips into a thin line. But the dark in his eyes had blown wide, leaving only slender rings of gray.

“You told me,” he began and then swallowed, as if his voice had splintered. “You told me you were an Underling.”

“I am an Underling, but I am also a Skyward. I cannot claim one over the other. And I am the worst thing that has ever happened to the gods.”

I brushed past him. I would return the way I had come, by riverbed. But Vincent’s hand encircled my upper arm, his palm scorching against my bare skin.

“Wait,” he said, holding me close to him. Mist from the rain swarmed around us, beading in our hair. I was as tall as him; we stood eye to eye, mouth to mouth. “If I seem cold, you must forgive me, Matilda. You have taken me by surprise. I never thought I would see you again.”

Now I was the one who was silent, holding his gaze. I could see the words rising in him, words he wanted to speak but then tamped down. Instead, he whispered, “If I ask you to stay and help me, what is your plan?”

I had no plan.

But that had never stopped me before.

“You say the parley with your uncle will be happening soon? On the bridge?”

Vincent nodded. “Yes.”

I thought of what was unfolding far below us, in the Underling hall, that night. An impossible merging, a wedding feast between two foes. An alliance that would hopefully render peace.

“Then let me accompany you,” I said. “Let me be at your side. Not only as a goddess, but as your wife.”
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MATILDA

I waited for him to laugh, to scorn my idea. To let me go.

But Vincent continued to hold on to me, his grip pleasantly tight on my arm, his gaze fastened to mine.

“Wife?” he echoed, paling.

It had not occurred to me until then, when I saw how worry lined his face, that he might already be bound by vows. Or perhaps there was another he loved?

“That is,” I was quick to say, “if you are not already married or promised?”

“No. No, I am not.”

“Then let us take your uncle by surprise. When he sees me at your side, wed to you, he might reconsider his actions given that an attack on you will be one on me, and an attack on me will be one on my ally.”

“Your ally?”

“The god of war,” I said. “Bade. He is sworn to me.”

Vincent fell quiet. His gaze went absent, lost in thoughts and possibilities, but he continued to hold my arm, and our breaths entwined. When he exhaled, I drew air in, like we were counterparts, dependent on the other.

“What do you think?” I prompted him, feeling the night growing old around us. The clouds were still weeping, drenching the earth with heavy rain. But I would not let them fool me. I knew they could break at a moment’s notice, whether it was Shale who tore them with a gust of wind, or Luz who grew weary of her mourning and gathered up her veil, exposing the moon.

“It would be a ruse,” I added, in case he thought otherwise. “There would be no true vows spoken between us. But people would believe we had uttered them to each other in private. They would believe I am sworn to you, as you are sworn to me.”

I would never be so foolish as to let words bind me to another, even one like Vincent, whom I had once trusted. But nor could I leave him to evade Death alone and face his uncle. This ruse of a marriage would give me a reason to stay close to him. To soothe my guilt, which was like a thorn in my palm.

Vincent parted his lips to respond, but we were interrupted by none other than Alyse, who had swung the door open with a late knock, as if she were keen to lay eyes on Vincent, ensuring he was still hale after being alone with me.

“Lord,” she said, pausing when she saw how close we stood. A dark blue dress was draped over her forearm, along with a cream-colored chemise, stockings, and a pair of golden slippers. “Garments for the lady, bestowed by one of the weavers. I believe they will fit perfectly.”

“Thank you, Alyse,” Vincent said, relinquishing me. “But there has been a change of plans.”

“Oh? How so?” The woman sounded as if nothing could surprise her. By the set of her jaw, the tilt of her head, the glimmer in her eyes I could tell she had seen and heard it all in this castle over the years, and while I wanted to watch her reaction, I found that my attention drifted back to Vincent, my breath suspended.

He was already gazing at me, as if he needed to ensure he was not dreaming. That the room around us was not about to melt away, both of us waking in different realms.

“Alyse?” he said. “I need you to find Matilda a wedding gown.”



If I had thought my greatest challenge was to convince Vincent to pretend a marriage with me, I was wrong. It was convincing him that he could not leave my sight, nor I his, until I ensured Fate’s weaving had come unraveled.

“Go with Alyse,” he said. “She can gather up attendants for you, to help you dress. We can meet again in the courtyard before taking the bridge.”

Alyse was staring at us, her shock tangible as sunlight. The room suddenly felt far too small and hot.

“No,” I replied. “I cannot leave your side.”

Vincent arched his brow. “But I must dress, as must you.”

“I will avert my eyes.”

“Will you?” He was not doubting me. He seemed amused. “And what of me? Am I to stand here, nearby, while you are stripped down to your skin?”

“Yes.”

“Lady Matilda,” said Alyse, finding her voice at last. “That is simply not how it is done here in our realm. I do not know about the gods, but a groom and a bride must prepare themselves separately. It is tradition. Then they are to meet in the hall before witnesses, to say their vows before us.”

“I understand,” I replied, glancing at her. “But if you want your lord to survive this night, you will do exactly as I say.”

Alyse, at last, began to understand my purpose. I had not come here on a flippant whim to bed Vincent, or deceive him, or kill him myself. I had come to protect him, and I would do so by whatever means were necessary.

“Let me find a proper gown,” Alyse murmured, but she continued to stand on the threshold, frowning. “If I may ask, lord … is this real? Did the two of you exchange private vows?”

Vincent hesitated. Half of me went cold with dread, thinking he might insist on us performing some ritual before witnesses in the hall. And as a divine with magic in my blood, I could be bound by vows. I would be held by anything uttered in a formal way, any agreement that would seal us together, and I wondered if Vincent knew this. How easily he could snare me, if he wanted to.

“No,” he answered. “This is a bluff. A secret that must remain between the three of us. I need the people of Wyndrift to believe it has happened. I need to likewise convince my uncle and his forces that Matilda is mine by vow, as I am hers.”

Alyse gave a sharp nod, understanding.

She departed, and I walked to the wine, taking another long draw. My nerves were singing; my thoughts ran like tangled, crooked streams.

“Are you regretting this ruse already?” Vincent asked.

I turned to gaze at him. “Gods are not familiar with regret.” Yet another lie. We did taste it, just like mortals, but rarely confessed to such. “You?”

Vincent was leaning against his bed, arms crossed, gazing at me with inscrutable eyes. “I’m not certain yet. I think it will depend.”

“On what?”

He did not answer. He only stared at me, and the space between us seemed to warp until another knock sounded.

“I heard a bride has arrived by window,” said a robust, cheerful voice through the door. “Although I will not believe it until I see it, Vince. I thought you had sworn off marriage.”

Vincent sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. To me, he uttered, “My brother, Nathaniel,” before saying louder, “Yes, come in, Nate.”

The door swung open and Nathaniel entered the room. He was nothing as I remembered from Vincent’s dreams, when he had been a young boy with pudgy cheeks and short-cropped hair, dragging a blanket behind him everywhere. He had come of age while I was away, and was nearly as tall as Vincent now, although much broader in the shoulders and waist. His skin was tawny from the sun, his hair a chestnut brown that sat in waves to his collarbones. He was handsome in a rugged way, and his smile was generous—his teeth were perfect with a gap between the front two, which only made him all the more charming—and eyes were an amber brown framed by thick, curling lashes.

He was cast from the same mold that Finnian and Marcher had been, favoring their father. The Beckett blood. And where they had been broad and loud and warm as sunlit earth, Vincent was their counterpart. Pale, slender, dark-headed, and quiet, like moonlight on the sea. He had been the only son to take after their estranged mother, drawing attributes from his maternal line. Sometimes, I had seen flashes of her in his dreams, and I knew she had been a singer, a weaver, a lady from the stormy western coast of Cambria.

“Hail, goddess,” Nathaniel said to me, sketching a deep bow. “You must be the famed Matilda.”

“Famed?” I echoed. “I have only just come into my power. I did not realize mortal kind knew of me.”

“Oh, Vince once told me all about you. His dearest friend, Matilda. Although he called you Red, then. The girl with crimson hair.”

“Did he?” I could not help but glance at Vincent, who had flushed. His brow slanted in a scowl as he glared at his younger brother.

“I used to be jealous, in fact, because you did not visit my dreams and slay my nightmares,” Nathaniel continued. “And yet here you are, as real as flesh and blood can be, after all these years of me thinking my brother’s imagination had created you under duress. What has brought you to us on such a night? I assume you noticed the war camp on the eastern bank?”

“A message,” I said. “For your brother.”

“I am far more devout than Vince.” Nathaniel laid his hand upon his breast, and small golden rings flashed on his knuckles. “Although I am certain he would agree with me when I say that you have come at just the right moment. The mood here is somber, anxious. After ten years of peace, we are now braced for the worst, and this night feels like it will be a very long, uncertain one. And yet … the mere news of your arrival has stirred hope amongst us. As I speak, the hall is being set for a wedding feast, to be enjoyed after the parley.”

“Wedding feast?” Vincent growled. “We do not need one of those.”

“Of course you do!” Nathaniel cried. “Besides, it is not truly for you, but for us. For your wife. We want to see you and Matilda together. This goddess who has come to save us all.” He looked at me with a soft smile. “As I am certain you want to likewise meet the people of Wyndrift.”

Did I?

This ruse suddenly felt like the river, growing deeper and stronger the more I waded within its current. It was one matter to deceive Grimald with the faux marriage, but another to fool a fortress full of mortals. Vincent’s people, whom he guarded and loved. I did not want to become any more entangled with them than I needed to. I did not want to feel fastened, tethered, tied down. Movement was my survival. To stay in one place was dangerous.

I had taken too long to reply.

“Yes,” I said, a crack of a word. “I would like to meet them.”

Nathaniel’s fading smile was revitalized, brightening his eyes. “Excellent. Now, Vince, I have come to dress you for the parley.”

That was my cue to avert my eyes.

I turned away from them, my attention drawn to the tapestry of the four foxes hanging on the wall. Four foxes to represent the four sons of Beckett, winding through an ivy-laden forest. White flowers bloomed where their paws had trod. An owl was perched in the branches above them like a fair omen. Fireflies were scattered all throughout, bright enough to be stars, and I was tempted to link their points together, as if I were creating my own constellation.

Behind me, the brothers spoke in low tones. Between their words was the steady clink of armor as it was fastened, piece by piece, but I waited until Vincent said my name before I spun on my heel, my eyes finding him instantly.

The armor suited him—the firelight caressed the dark steel like it was a living, breathing thing—but it was the golden circlet on his brow that caught my attention. I had never seen him wear one, and for a moment, he reminded me of a god.

I opened my mouth to speak, but did not know what I truly yearned to say. That he had surprised me? That he was familiar, even enclosed in steel and gold? That he wore the title of lord with grace and poise, despite knowing it was a responsibility that he had never desired?

Alyse interrupted the awkward moment. She arrived with two attendants, willowy young women who looked at me with awe, and Nathaniel departed with the promise to see us later in the hall for the wedding feast.

Now it was Vincent’s turn to avert his eyes, and he sat before the fire to finish the last of the wine, his back angled to us as Alyse and the attendants began to prepare me as a bride. They gently removed my moonstone belt and wet gown, and I stood, naked, as one of the girls washed the dried ichor from my back, my leg. Another pressed drops of perfume to the pulse of my neck, the inner curve of my wrist, the back of my knees, and the fragrance strangely reminded me of my mother. Moss, amber, and a hint of sweet smoke.

I swallowed the lump in my throat, relieved when Alyse brought the chemise over my head, so that I could hide the flicker of emotion. It took all three sets of hands to get the wedding gown on my tall frame. There was a blue bodice, strung with gilded ribbon, and detached sleeves that were red, embroidered with small white flowers. The skirts were blue and gold, heavy and pleated with scarlet lining. A chain of white flowers was stitched upon the hem, their centers set with pearls. When I moved, the train dragged behind me on the floor.

Next, they had me sit. One of the girls began to comb my hair while the other knelt to remove my river slippers.

“Oh, those must stay,” I said, drawing my feet beneath the drape of the skirts.

She looked confused but nodded, preparing the veil instead.

“My belt,” I said, feeling bare without it. I reached for the moonstones, which Alyse had set aside.

“That belt will not look right with the gown,” Alyse said with a shake of her head. “In fact, it will clash.”

“I go nowhere without it,” I replied firmly, thinking of the sword, the shield, the letters, the stray whimsies I kept stored within those pockets. The eithral scale on an arrow shaft that still glistened gold from my mother’s death.

I carried that weapon, as if in punishment.

I could not forgive myself for my past mistakes.

Alyse stared down at me, the two of us engaged in a strange, silent battle. The attendant’s comb went still in my hair, as if she had frozen, until Vincent’s voice melted the frost between us. From across the room, he said, “My wife will have anything she wants.”

Alyse wordlessly submitted. She handed the belt to me, but her nose wrinkled, as if the moonstones could bite her.

I had to give her an ounce of respect; she was not afraid of me, and she did love Vincent. Protecting him would most likely be the only common ground the two of us would ever find, and I stifled a shiver of relief as I latched the moonstones around the bodice, just above the skirts.

Once my damp hair had been tamed by what the girls explained was a snood—a net studded with pearls that rested at the nape of my neck—Alyse brough the veil over my head. It was sheer and delicate, reminding me of a cloud, and the world turned hazy as I gazed through it. When I breathed, it fluttered over my face, and I could taste the afterthought of wine.

“She is ready, lord,” Alyse said after setting a golden circlet on my brow to hold the veil in place. The companion to Vincent’s. The attendants offered me their hands, and while I did not need their assistance, I accepted, rising.

Vincent also stood, turning to regard me.

I did not know what he thought, what he felt, when he looked at me dressed as his bride. His face was set in a careful expression, one that might have looked bored if I had not known him better.

There was a sad glimmer in his eyes, as if he were beholding something he would never have.

“Are you ready?” he asked after a long moment.

I nodded, my voice lost.

When he walked to me and held out his hand, I only hesitated a moment before I took it.








XXVI
We Must Practice




MATILDA

I walked beside Vincent down the tower steps, my hand in his. I thought he would let me go once we were out of sight of Alyse and the attendants—he seemed stiff, uncomfortable—but his fingers remained laced with mine, warm as banked coals.

“We must convince them,” he said to me, a murmur I almost did not hear.

I looked sidelong at him. “Convince whom of what?”

“That I have loved you a long time. That we have history.” Vincent paused, but I watched his jaw flex. “My people here. My uncle. None of them will believe this is real if we were not already acquainted. I would never marry the first goddess who fell through my window.”

“Wouldn’t you?” I teased him, eager to lift the heaviness of the air.

He only shot a dark glance at me.

“Then perhaps this ruse will not be too onerous?” I continued. “Since we do, in fact, have history.”

“Yes, but as children. As friends. And as you mentioned earlier … I do not know much about you.”

I almost regretted speaking so candidly to him. Weight roosted in my chest like a golden-eyed hawk, and the more I prodded it, the more I realized that I had no desire to expose vulnerable pieces of myself to a friend who had become a stranger, and an irreverent one at that.

“I think,” Vincent began, a waver in his voice, “the most difficult part will be touching.”

“You are touching me now.”

“Only because I am trying to remember the feel of you.”

I was quiet, but his hand squeezed mine.

“When I reach for you, it should feel natural,” he said. “When I touch you, it should be in easy confidence, as if I have touched you many times before. As if you want me to.”

I could not disagree; we felt like two pieces that had fallen out of joint, two threads that had tangled. The space between our shoulders was chilled as we continued to walk, our strides out of tune.

“Then we must practice,” I said. “Until it becomes second nature.”

He must have thought the same, and that is why he continued to hold my hand down the winding stairwell.

Shadows played along the rough-hewn walls, dancing to the light of iron sconces as we passed. The floor was cold beneath my feet. In many ways, this place was reminiscent of the under realm, and I felt oddly comforted by the likeness.

As we left the tower behind, I soon heard echoes from the great hall. People were speaking, some frantically, as if they were in a hurry. A child began to wail. A minstrel plucked stray notes on a lyre. There was the smell of warm bread and roasting meat, and a cacophony of sounds as tables and chairs scraped over the floor. The sounds of a clan gathering. The last-minute haste of an impromptu wedding feast.

I dreaded it almost as much as the parley on the bridge.

When we reached the rain-smeared courtyard, I gathered up the train of my dress and realized the flagstones were set as a thoroughfare. A wide road cut through the fortress, leading to the western side of the bridge, and at its edges was a market. Wooden stalls were boarded up for the night, their bright canopied roofs dripping with rain. Barrels were set off to the side, as were crates and green bottles of wine. Empty fowl cages and ale casks were stacked beside the entrance to a forge, which was tucked away from the elements; the only life it held was slowly dying embers. There was also a garden, where autumnal vegetables grew crook-necked and ripe on trellises and greens sprouted from raised beds. A perfect place to bury prayers, I thought.

Vincent led me to a narrow colonnade where the stout man Edric, who had burst into the tower keen to imprison me, stood sheltered from the rain, a torch in hand. He was waiting for us, I realized, to escort us to the bridge.

“My lord,” he said with a bow of his head. His thin, fair hair shone like spun gold in the meager light. And then to me, with a carefully guarded expression on his weathered face, “Lady.”

Lady, not Goddess, and at first I was taken aback until I realized this should be my title as Vincent’s wife, and I accepted it with a tilt of my head.

We followed him along the colonnade, where the eastern half of the bridge loomed tall and wide in the distance. Its tower was studded by firelit windows, its portcullis raised just enough to allow Vincent and me to slip beneath its iron teeth. Two warriors with torches stood in wait for us, just out of reach of the rain.

“This is the Rye Gate, milady,” Edric said, as if introducing me to a mythical structure with sensitive feelings. “It was named such because the fortress used to bake bread in this tower, to better feed the sentries on watch. It was also important in case the western side of the bridge fell; this meant we could nourish ourselves on the eastern side. On clear days, you can still smell the faint trace of warm bread. But I digress. Through it the other two eastern towers can be reached, although I am certain Vincent will properly introduce you to them both.” He then glanced at Vincent, and affection pulled through his face, like he was a father. It made me think of Bade. “This is where I leave you, lord. At your request. The parley has been set on Fury Bridge, and your uncle has already arrived. He waits for you there.”

Vincent was gazing up at the Rye Gate, wistful. A slight wind teased his dark hair. “Thank you, Edric. And yes, I want you to remain here, close to Nathaniel. You know my orders, should this meeting take a turn for the worse.”

Edric drew a breath, as if he was desperate to say more. But he merely bowed as Vincent and I stepped through the first gate. With a boom, the portcullis lowered behind us, until it felt as if we had been swallowed whole, and I studied the gloom of the bridge.

We stood in a covered portion, protected from the weather. But twenty paces ahead, the roof fell away with the tower, exposing a long stretch of open-air bridge. The floor beneath my slippers was laid with smooth wooden planks, scarred from seasons of travelers, and there were arched doorways to my right and sinister sides, carved into the moss-laden walls.

“As Edric explained, this is known as Rye Tower,” Vincent said. He had yet to let go of my hand. “We’ve been here before, in dreams. But you will soon see the eastern half of the Wyndrift Bridge is divided into three parts, which are marked by three sets of towers: Rye, Maiden, and Fury. The parley will be held at the farthermost section of bridge, which is overseen by Fury Tower. We’re going to take the sentry’s passage to reach it, to avoid the rain as much as we can.”

I nodded, faintly remembering these towers. They had often appeared distorted in his dreams. I followed Vincent through one of the doors, and I was struck by how cold the air turned. Despite what Edric had said about fair-weather days, I could taste a very faint promise of bread. A shiver danced down my spine as I kept close to Vincent, stepping in and out of pools of firelight that burned from hanging braziers.

Down we went, taking a narrow flight of stairs until we reached a long straight passage. We strode past slits of windows, walking through drafts of fresh air and mist from both river and rain. Warriors in leather armor were stationed at each partition, on guard and armed with longbows and quivers brimming with arrows. They bowed their heads as Vincent and I walked by, and I resisted the temptation to study each warrior’s face, wondering if they had been the ones to shoot me on my tower climb. If so, I would have commended them for their accurate aim.

We reached the middle tower, called Maiden.

This was the tower built upon the small rocky island, and I knew the moment my feet touched its foundation that it was enchanted. There was a door to the underworld here, hidden somewhere in her stones. And I wanted to find that threshold, soon.

I let those ambitions simmer as Vincent and I walked by the warmth of a dining hall marked with heraldic banners, an armory gleaming with steel and iron weapons, a circular stairwell that led upward to the barracks. This tower felt far different from Rye; I knew it was the magic, rising from the under realm. I had heard of how our world below could affect the mortal one, if humans dared to build structures upon our ley lines. How enchantment could seep into ordinary things—hearth fires that burned long and bright, and doors that opened and locked of their own accord, and floors that tilted depending on the weather. Sometimes, mortals saw the enchantment as a gift. Other times, they beheld it as a curse.

All too soon, we left the vibrant hum of Maiden Tower behind. My heart gave a sudden ache, missing the firelight and noise and magic-soaked stones, and it was only the river that churned, deep and dark, beneath our feet.

“I now understand why you dreamt so often of drowning,” I said. “I did not realize your home was built in the middle of the river. I always thought you dwelled on the bank.”

Vincent snorted. “When I was a child, my uncle was determined that my brothers and I would learn how to swim, even in the darkest, coldest of currents. He would tie a rope to our waists and hurl us from the island, and time how quickly we could swim back to him. Finnian and Marcher even struggled, and they were stronger, faster than me. I could never cut through the rapids, no matter how much I tried; Grimald would have no choice but to tow me back in, disappointed in my weakness.”

Anger branched through me, brighter than lightning.

I had to swallow it down, where it felt like embers crackled through my blood, before speaking again.

“I presume Grimald himself never once attempted to swim against the current in the middle of the river with a rope tied about him?”

“No.”

A cruel man, I thought, shuddering when I recalled how his hands had felt on me, how rough and desperate they had been in Vincent’s nightmare, as if I were a prize to use and keep in a cage.

We continued onward in silence through the sentry’s corridor, passing more windows and archers and cold shadows until we arrived at Fury Tower.

A knight dressed in chainmail and armor greeted us. A long sword was sheathed at her side, its scabbard etched with silver vines. Her brown skin shone with mist from the rain, her black hair was captured in one thick braid, and her face was solemn, her ink-dark eyes inquisitive as she met my gaze. The news of Vincent taking a bride had traveled across the bridge like wildfire, then.

“Lord, lady,” she greeted us in a rich voice. “Felicitations for your union. We are surprised by the news but delighted. The parley is also ready for you. If you’ll follow me.”

“Thank you, Lady Hyacinthe,” said Vincent, but he released my hand, motioning for me to follow the knight up the curling stairs.

I did, my palm damp as I followed Hyacinthe up the stairwell and through a doorway that spilled us out into the open air of Maiden Bridge.

The rain was still falling; the clouds remained swollen and dark above us.

I did not know if I should be relieved or not—when would the clouds break?—and I startled when I felt Vincent’s hand on the small of my back, guiding me to the covered portion of Fury Tower. He must have felt me jump; his palm immediately fell away, as if I had burned him.

I sighed. We did need to practice. The truth was … I was not accustomed to this: allowing someone to touch me with such ease. Accepting it, as natural as breathing. Trusting another hand. It was not because I did not crave touch, for I did. A desire I rarely voiced for fear of how it might swell. The avoidance was for my own survival, an effort to protect my fault line.

Hyacinthe led us to the arch of Fury Gate, where a small group of knights stood in wait for us. The portcullis they guarded was raised just high enough for Vincent and me to duck beneath again, but I soon noticed that there was another gate. One made of solid wood and fortified with latticed iron.

“Your uncle waits just beyond the outer gate, lord. He brought two men with him—an advisor and his squire—and all of them have arrived unarmed, as promised,” said one of the knights—a middle-aged man with graying hair and a gnarled scar on his cheek. He cast a dubious glance my way, his distrust as tangible as the rain. “And the goddess…?”

“This is my wife, Matilda. She is accompanying me,” Vincent said, a warning in his tone, as if he knew some of his knights would be suspicious of my presence. “As we discussed this morning … my orders are that you do not engage in any conflict. Not even if he strikes at me. And under no circumstance will you raise that gate unless I command it.”

The knights were silent, but a few pursed their mouths and shifted their weight from foot to foot. They did not like Vincent’s order, and I could understand why. I imagined the baron might wound Vincent to force the knights to raise Fury Gate. And if the wooden gate and portcullis were lifted, then the baron could take control of a portion of the bridge.

“Are you ready, Matilda?” Vincent asked.

“Yes,” I answered.

We ducked beneath the portcullis, stood in the shadows between gates. As the portcullis began to lower behind us, I felt Vincent’s gaze trace my profile through the veil.

“I have a request,” I said.

“And what is that?”

I glanced at him. “We should keep my identity concealed. At least, in the beginning. Let Grimald believe I am a mortal woman.”

“Impossible. Your beauty is too telling,” Vincent said. “Edric might have overlooked your divinity earlier in my bedroom, but my uncle will not.”

“This veil will dim my power.”

“Then you will need to remove your belt. Even if Grimald does not recognize it from that day we met on the moors, it will draw his eyes, his curiosity.”

I did not want to surrender my belt, but he was right. If I wanted to pass as a mortal woman, I had to remove it, and so I did, setting it on the ground behind me.

“All right,” Vincent said after a long beat. “We will pass you off as mortal. But if I may also make a request of you?”

I arched my brows, surprised. “Speak it.”

“If my uncle kills me here on the bridge … you will return to Nathaniel. Help my brother defend this place and keep him alive.”

“You will not die tonight. Not with me beside you.”

“Please, Matilda.”

It was here that I learned his deepest fear; I felt it pulse through him like the throb of a fresh-cut wound. His father was dead; his mother had abandoned them. He had lost two brothers. He could not bear to lose another, to be left alone in the world, the last of his name. The last son of Beckett.

“I will do it,” I said, ignoring the twinge of resistance that came with this promise.

The portcullis had fully lowered and locked, sending a shudder through the floor. Now the wooden gate before us began to rise at a laborious rate, exposing a rain-slick Fury Bridge.

When Vincent held out his hand, mine moved to take it. This time it was a smooth meeting, as if I had touched him a hundred times. As if I could have found him in the dark.

Together, we stepped out onto Fury Bridge as bride and groom.








XXVII
When the Clouds Break




VINCENT

It had been ten years since I had last seen my uncle.

His hair was fully gray now, long and lank against his broad shoulders. He had grown a wispy beard, and his brow was grooved deep from scowling. But when I looked closer? He was just as I remembered him. His eyes were still that cunning blue of the sea, his nose was still offset from one too many spars, his posture was still insufferably proud.

I approached the parley tent. Matilda keeping perfect pace at my side. Her hand was warm and strong in mine; I did not realize how thankful I was to have her company until I met Grimald’s probing gaze.

Tension wound tight in my chest. I tried to draw a deep breath but couldn’t. Cold sweat trickled down my back.

But I refused to break the stare with my uncle.

I would not close my eyes. I would not look away first. Not like I had as a boy in the blood-soaked hall all those winters ago.

Grimald sat on one side of the tent, drumming his ruby-laden fingers as he waited. He wore the colors of his stolen title—Baron of Englewood—and I thought the purple velvet and gold-stitched leaves made his skin appear sallow and dull. But Grimald had always craved a lordship and riches. He had always worn the best raiment, even when he had lived at Wyndrift amongst us.

A youthful, square-jawed squire and a silver-haired elderly advisor stood on either side behind him, their gazes also fixing on Matilda and me as we stepped into the shelter of the tent. This was to be neutral ground, but I would not let down my guard. Not even with a goddess as my ally, my wife.

A brazier was set in the center of the tent, providing amber-hued light and warmth to ward off the night’s deepening chill. I refrained from sitting. Matilda and I stood behind our chairs, and while I wanted it to seem like a deliberate decision, the truth was my heart was pounding.

I swallowed the knot in my throat, worried my voice would crack when I spoke. Why did I feel the shades of my brothers, haunting the shadows? The phantom of my father? Why did this night feel like a seam had torn in the ordinary, folding time together?

I felt young, untried. Desperate again, as if I had stepped back into my sixteen-year-old self. It was that prickling sensation of standing on the edge of a cliff, a moment away from slipping. Of losing everything again.

“Ah, how kind of you to bring me a gift, Vincent.” Grimald’s baritone broke the tense silence. His tone was amused as his attention shifted to Matilda. Those beady eyes of his roamed over her, from the hem of her gown up to the veil that blurred the features of her face.

I clenched my jaw. Anger burned through me; the heat began to melt my fears.

Matilda’s head bowed in feigned subservience. But she tightened her hold on my fingers. A reassurance, or a warning? I was not sure, and I resisted the temptation to say her name.

“I must confess that I brought nothing in return for you, nephew,” Grimald said, continuing his bold scrutiny of Matilda. “Why does she conceal her face? Surely beauty has no need to hide.”

“This is my wife,” I said through my teeth. “You have interrupted our wedding feast.”

Grimald froze for a beat, surprised.

Marriages in our world created strong, unshakeable alliances. They were often more binding than blood. That is why I had agreed to go along with Matilda’s preposterous ruse of a marriage. She had been right—as she often had been in my dreams—when she said the mere belief of it would throw Grimald’s confidence to the wind. Even without knowing her name, my uncle was suddenly reeling.

I watched as suspicion flickered over his expression, then anger, worry. I could almost hear the eddy of his thoughts; he was wondering who I had just wed myself to. Whose daughter had I just entwined myself with? Whose reinforcements might I call upon?

He recovered quickly. His yellow teeth flashed in the firelight as he grinned. He crossed his legs and laced his fingers, hooking them over one of his knees.

“At last, you have become a man and taken a bride. Who is the fortunate lady? Why wasn’t I invited to the nuptials and feast? We are still kin, after all. I would have been honored to celebrate with you, as it once seemed—”

“There is no place in my hall for traitors,” I replied bluntly.

Grimald’s smile faded, leaving behind a stony countenance. His eyes narrowed as his true nature emerged. A scheming, calculating man who had stolen the title of a baron and now wanted the birthright that had slipped through his fingers. A birthright my grandfather had believed him unworthy of, cutting him off like a limb from a tree.

“We are all traitors in our own ways, Vincent,” said Grimald, the words softened by a sigh. “Even those of us who believe we are above such notions. We all betray something or someone, even if it is our very selves, and if you have yet to learn this … then you still have much to experience.”

I was quiet. But I was reminded that my uncle knew things about me. Secrets and history and weaknesses.

Grimald had been present the night I was born in this fortress, at the height of a summer flood. He had been there, watching me grow throughout the seasons. Offering advice when I trained with the master-at-arms. He had been beside me when I learned how to ride a horse, navigate my way over the moors with only the stars to guide me. He had watched me learn to swim in the river, and dance in the hall for feast days.

Perhaps that was why the betrayal had cut so deep and was so slow to heal.

I had once respected my uncle, even with his flashes of cruelty and selfishness, his brazenness and jealousy, his ribald jokes that had greased the air.

“Now, will the two of you sit and let us speak as to why I have returned?” Grimald indicated the empty chairs across from him. “I would not want to keep you from the joys of your wedding night.”

Matilda squeezed my fingers.

Together, we sat in the chairs, our hands drifting apart.

“As this is neutral ground,” Grimald began, “witnessed by my advisor and my squire, and by your … wife…”

Why the hesitation? I wondered. Did Grimald disbelieve us?

“I once again speak my request. I ask that you allow me to reclaim my birthright, to step aside and grant me the title of lord, as the tradition of this land upholds.”

I was quiet, letting the silence drag on, letting my uncle sit in wait. I could hear the rain pattering against the tent’s canopy. I could hear the whisper of the river, rushing southward beneath us. I could feel the lingering warmth from Matilda’s touch.

“I cannot give you something that is no longer yours,” I stated. “Your father broke with the firstborn tradition and had the king’s seal to approve his decision to pass over you. Wyndrift went to my father, the rightful heir, and then Finnian. Because you have since slain them both in cold blood, as well as Marcher, before my brothers could produce heirs, this fortress and this river have now—by law—come to me. You are no longer welcome here, and I have only agreed to hear you speak now with the hope you have come to atone for your treacherous ways, although you will never be able to pay back the terrible debt you owe.”

Grimald ran his tongue along his lower lip, chuckling. “My, my, you have also grown a spine since I last saw you. Since you slithered on the ground and escaped the hall like a coward, more keen to save your own skin than to save your brothers.”

I knew this blow was destined to come. That he would strike me where it hurt, that still-tender place in my soul that I wanted to tear up by the roots. What I would give to blot out this memory, to forget it had ever happened.

There were many nights when I lay down to sleep that I thought of Finnian and Marcher. When I wished I had died, and they had lived. All the tonics I had drunk over the years, desperate to numb my sleep, to keep those dreams at bay. And yet every now and then, a nightmare would slip through, and I would relive this moment of my survival and their dying, again and again.

“You should have struck that sword deeper, then,” I said, surprised by how detached I sounded. As if I did not trace the scar that wound across my abdomen, like it was a road on a map. As if I did not still occasionally feel it ache, years after it had healed.

“Listen, Vincent.” Grimald leaned closer, his tone patronizing. “I do not want to fight you. In fact, I would prefer that you live, as well as Nathaniel. I have not come to shed your blood, as I know you must think. All I want is to regain what is rightfully mine. This trade can be made peacefully. A change of hands that comes with the dawn. A new beginning, if you will. None of our people need be worried or frightened. None of the knights should risk losing their life or their honor. And you, son … well, look at you.”

Here came the second blow.

I went rigid, waiting for him to voice the rumors that had once haunted the castle halls when I was a boy.

“Your mother was known for her beauty and temerity,” Grimald said, his gaze flickering back to Matilda and her veil, as if a faceless woman could be anyone. “A true daughter of the sea.”

“Speak plainly,” I said in a cold, clipped voice.

“She was loose, untamable as the tides. Dooming men with her voice, eager to welcome anyone into her bed. And your father, bless his loyalty, was a cuckold. He was not strong enough to hold on to her, and it is no wonder he lost her to the gods. That she chose to dwell above, leaving her own offspring behind like—”

“Enough.” The word was sharp; it scored my throat like glass. “You dare to speak ill of the dead?”

“Your mother is not dead,” Grimald said with a hint of exasperation. “And there is a valid question of your paternal line and your right to now rule. If your sire was the baker, or the blacksmith, or a mere stable hand…”

For a moment, I said nothing.

My heart was pounding again; icy sweat was beading my palms. A terrible cold was creeping over me, climbing up my legs. I was certain it was Death calling for me; I had felt the very same when I had almost bled out in the hall. A cold I could not shake. A chill that made me want to close my eyes and slip off into sleep.

“My father was your brother,” I finally said, the emotion wrenching my breath. I pounded my fist over my heart. “I may have my mother’s eyes, and her hair, and her voice, and her build, but I am half of her, am I not? Your resurrection of old gossip, thinking it will be a tool to pick apart the seams of my reign, will not get you what you want. You have been away for too long. You have forgotten what you did that night. The people of Wyndrift despise your name. In fact, we do not utter it. We merely call you the betrayer.”

If he knew where to strike me, I likewise knew where to hit him.

My uncle had always wanted to be loved. To be served and worshipped, as if he were a god.

He stared at me, brow arched, speechless.

Behind him, both the squire and the advisor blanched, their postures growing tense. Beside me, Matilda’s fingers twitched over her lap.

“You will not peacefully yield?” Grimald finally asked, his voice rough.

I smiled, but it was just as sharp, just as gleaming, as his had been earlier. The rain began to ease as the clouds above us broke. A stream of moonlight trickled down, illumining the bridge in silver.

“No,” I said, rising. “I do not bend my knee to traitorous murderers. I will never yield this castle or this river to you.”

“As you wish, nephew.”

My uncle lifted his right hand. It was a deceptively languid motion. A rotation of fingers as if he was summoning wine.

I recognized the signal a moment too late.

Time slowed as if we were all in a fever dream. There was the shine of a longbow, catching the moonlight as it moved. The pale face of an assassin farther down the bridge, framed by a hood. An arrow singing through the night, its course set upon me.

I drew a jagged inhale.

I had felt Death’s coldness. I had seen my name, inked by her hand. I had known she would come for me tonight, and yet I found that I could not move, even as my blood thrummed hot in my veins. I did not have time to wrangle my thoughts, to shout an order to my knights stationed in Fury Tower. I was helpless, vulnerable as if I had just been born into the world.

But Matilda moved like smoke on the river.

She came between me and the darkness. And she took the arrow that should have been mine.








XXVIII
Forgive Me, but I Must Kiss You Now




MATILDA

The arrow caught me in the chest, just above my swift-beating heart.

At first, I thought it had pierced my fault line, my weakest point, creating a tiny fissure that was destined to unmake me. A crack that would only grow with each breath, like sundered ice. A wound that I would not be able to heal.

But my lungs billowed with misty night air.

My heart continued to beat, defiant of the pain.

I remained stubbornly upright, only taking one step backward, directly into Vincent. His hands touched my waist, firm, protective. I could feel his breath in my hair.

I decided it was time, and I lifted my veil.

I stared, steady and dark, at the baron. I watched as his pupils went wide, his face draining to a sickly white. His thoughts were vivid, as if he had scrawled them on his brow. He had not merely shot Vincent’s unnamed mortal wife, but a goddess.

Grimald lurched to his feet. The chair overturned behind him. His squire and advisor both cowered, as if keen to save themselves from my wrath.

Desperate, he tossed up his hand and shouted a thunderous “Hold!”

I had been so intent upon the clouds, upon Vincent and his uncle and our circle of light, that I had not looked beyond the tent, beyond the assassin who had slunk away with his bow. Grimald’s warriors had used the cover of night, storm, and a parley’s distraction to creep closer. My eyes now scanned the moving line of armor and swords, tracing it all the way back to the riverside camp. I could see the infantry gathering on Fury Bridge, exposed by the moonlight. But it was not their shuffling that hooked my focus; there was a figure darker than night cutting through the very center of them, like a lone, silver-scaled fish swimming against the current of warriors.

Orphia.

The goddess of death was retreating until she paused to glance behind at me, as if she had heard her name in my mind. The wind pulled at her long ebony hair, and the starlight touched her face, bathing her in a beauty so brutal that it stole my breath.

But she bowed her head to me.

I had unraveled her sister’s weaving on their shared loom. I had completed this assignment.

And Death herself was acknowledging my power.

“Your name, goddess.” Grimald’s query brought me back to the parley tent. He was on his knees now, preparing to beseech me. “I believe I saw you once, long ago, when you were still a god-child. You ran from us on the moors, afraid of us. We would have never harmed you, and I sadly never had the chance to learn who you were.”

I did not believe him. There was no telling what he would have done to me if I had not run, and my skin suddenly crawled.

“My name is Matilda,” I said, holding his stare. “I am the herald of the gods. And if you desire to live, you will take your forces and leave Wyndrift. You will not attack this fortress, unless you are prepared for me to call upon my allies to oppose you.”

“Lady Matilda.” Grimald held out his hands to me, as a supplicant. “Wyndrift is my home. I was born here. I grew up swimming in these waters. According to mortal laws, I am the rightful heir. I am the—”

“Laws can be rewritten, baron,” I interrupted. “As they have been here. This river and this holding are no longer yours to claim. You have trespassed and attempted an assassination of my husband, the rightful lord. Consider it fortunate, indeed, that I have stayed my hand now, and am granting you the chance to retreat. You and your warriors need to be gone by sunrise.”

Grimald, sensing he was now kneeling in a bog, that he had challenged more than he had bargained for, slowly rose to his feet.

“But goddess, to retreat when the banks are mire? In the darkness? Can you grant me three days? Three days for my warriors to pack up their tents, and to let the ground dry? It will be impossible for my wagons to bear the trebuchets through such mud.”

Three days.

It felt too long. Enough time to let something unruly and unexpected grow, like a weed through stone. And yet I needed to meet with Bade about this predicament, preparing him to aid me. Lastly, Grimald did not speak wrong: After so much rain, the banks were ankle-deep in mud. It would be difficult for his camp to pack up and leave under such conditions.

There was a side of me that wanted to intimidate him. To bare my teeth and chase him, watching him run from me on the bridge. But I refrained, yanking the arrow from my chest instead. I tossed it onto the ground at Grimald’s feet.

He glanced down at the arrowhead, glittering with my golden blood, before swallowing, meeting my steady gaze again.

“Three days,” I agreed. “If you are not gone by then, we will see it as an act of war. Now go, before I change my mind.”

Grimald bowed his head, but he looked at Vincent, one last time.

“I see you finally took my advice,” he murmured, and I felt Vincent go rigid behind me, his hands falling away from my waist.

I did not know what he meant but I could imagine, because the words had never left me.

Take hold of her. Did I not tell you that we could use her?

Grimald’s advisor and squire retreated on his heels, the three of them striding down the length of Fury Bridge. The warriors followed, heads hung and swords sheathed, back to the baron’s camp on the bank.

It was only when it felt like Vincent and I were the only two left on the bridge, the only two standing in the night, that he took hold of my shoulders and spun me to face him. He was pale, trembling, I realized, as his eyes dropped to my chest, examining my wound. The arrow had struck me right above the bodice’s top edge, a handsbreadth beneath my collarbone. But my wound was knitting itself together, my magic eager to heal what had broken. My blood had eased to a trickle, casting a sweet fragrance in the air between us.

Vincent’s thumb traced the edge of my gown, just above my breast.

I felt that fleeting caress down to my bones.

“Don’t do that again,” he whispered.

“Do what?”

He stepped back. Cold air swarmed around me, and it was good, I thought. A chill to wake me up, to bring my focus back to important matters.

“Don’t take another arrow for me,” he said, his attention shifting to Fury Gate and its tower, firelit windows shining through the haze like beacons.

“What about a sword?” I asked. “A lance? An axe?”

“This is not something to laugh about, Matilda.”

“Am I laughing?” But I fell quiet, because I had been teasing him. I could not seem to help myself, this desire to prod a smile or mirth out of him. To draw back this heavy mantle he seemed to bear as lord. “Sometimes,” I said, stepping closer to him, “it is good to laugh, even on terrible days.”

“I thought you were a herald, not the goddess of revelry.”

His statement brought me up short. No, the goddess of revelry was Phelyra, and my mouth went dry, my pulse spiked at the mere thought of her.

Vincent sensed the change in my mood, how quickly I had become somber, and he frowned, gazing at me.

“What is it?” he said. “What did I say?”

“It is nothing important. Look, your knights stand in the tower window, waiting for us to approach so they may lift the gate.” I began to walk to it, keen to retrieve my belt. But as soon as I found the moonstones, waiting for me in the shadows, and fastened them around my waist … my mind drifted. My thoughts skimmed across the river to Grimald’s camp, descending below to where Enva and Dacre’s union was unfolding.

And that was when I remembered it with a hiss.

We had our own wedding feast to attend.



The hall of Wyndrift was a great room with smoke-stained timber beams and cathedral shadows that not even the greatest of fires could melt.

I was impressed by its vastness, how sound echoed through it. How it felt both grand and intimate. Iron chandeliers hung from above, burning with candles whose wax had dripped into long stalactites. The stone walls were clothed with tapestries of woven foxes, white stags, bewitching forests, and a river that reflected the moon and the stars. Trestle tables lined the rush-laden floors, and what appeared to be a humble feast was set along the oaken spines: rye bread and wheels of cheese, pickled vegetables and meat pies, ginger pudding and lemon tarts.

Vincent did not desire to be here pretending a union any more than I did, and the moment we stepped into the hall, hand in hand, the crowd that had gathered went utterly silent. All eyes were riveted to us as we walked to the dais. Not even the babies cried, nor the children stirred. It was almost uncanny, this sea of statues, until I dared to look at their faces, and I was struck by what I saw in their eyes.

I expected fear, but was met by hope, relief, awe, worry, desperation. The younger ones, in particular, regarded me with candidness. The gray-headed mortals watched me pass with arched brows and wrinkles of doubt, with carefully guarded expressions, as if to hope in this moment was too much to bear, and they had been let down one too many times.

I realized the heart of Wyndrift was not knights and sentries and archers as I had once presumed, but craftspeople. They were stone masons, weavers, cobblers, tailors, blacksmiths. Carpenters and merchants, bakers, millers, minstrels, farmers, clerks. There were more children than I had ever seen in one place before, ranging from newborns to adolescents, and a strange feeling yanked through me like an anchor as Vincent and I ascended the steps of the dais, as we turned and I could survey the hall from a higher vantage point.

These were gentle, peaceful folk. Men and women and their offspring. Mortals who were skilled with their hands and their minds who wanted to live quiet lives, enjoying each season as it came, savoring time with their kindred. When I looked at them, I did not see warriors.

Three days.

Grimald was not going to retreat. Despite the fear I had seen in his eyes when he realized who and what I was, I sensed he would hold to the bank. He would be scheming as the next three sunrises and sunsets passed, just as I would be pulling my own strings. And if he did attack this fortress, as I suspected he would, Vincent’s people would be at terrible risk. With the trebuchets, there would be no safe place for them to shelter. Walls would crumble into the river. If both bridges fell, they would be stranded on this island, forced to either swim or drown.

I realized I was responsible when it came to keeping not only Vincent and Nathaniel alive, but these people as well.

They need to leave. They are not safe here.

The words shot through me just as Vincent began to speak, his deep voice filling the hall, resonant as thunder.

“Thank you for gathering and waiting, for preparing such a feast,” he began. “As you well know, the betrayer and I met on the bridge tonight for a parley. I fear peace is a distant dream, and we will encounter the worst before our lives return to what they should be. But to my own surprise, I was met by more than a traitor who comes to destroy us. An old friend has returned to me, offering to aid us in our time of need.” Here he paused, to glance at me. His eyes were dark, uncertain, as if he still expected me to sprout wings and fly away. To slip through his fingers like wind.

I decided in that moment that I would prove him wrong.

He was irreverent, expecting only the worst from the gods. But I would stay and aid him and his people. I would see them through their darkest era until my guilt was washed away by good deeds like blood from cloth. Until he realized that he could not cast me in the same mold as Thile, the same mold as Dacre and all the other gods who considered mortals as entertainment.

“This is Matilda of Underling and Skyward,” he continued, “the herald of the gods. She and I … we have stirred up affection from the past and exchanged a vow in my chambers, becoming man and wife. Already, she has saved my life tonight, as her bloodstained dress reveals. She took an arrow that was supposed to be mine, and I only breathe and stand before you tonight because of her. She is your Lady of Wyndrift, and I would ask you to welcome her, to honor and love her as you do me.”

I did not know what I was expecting. But Vincent’s people rose to their feet and began to clap, until the hall was full of the sound of hundreds of beating palms. I could feel the thrum in my chest.

This is not real, I reminded myself, even as Nathaniel brought a gilded chalice of honey mead to us, the broadest of smiles upon his face. This is just a performance. There are no vows binding us.

My mother had warned me that vows could swiftly become shackles. Our myths were tangled and punctured by divines who wooed and then killed their spouses, all to devour magic. That would not happen to me, I had once thought as a child; that would not be the fate Rowena wove upon her loom.

“Drink, lady,” Nathaniel said, handing me the chalice. “Drink, sister. And let the river claim you as its own.”

I took a hesitant sip. The liquid went down, sweet and sharp enough to clear my nose. I felt no different after drinking, and Vincent took the chalice from me next, setting his lips on the gold-chased rim, the very place I had sipped, and he swallowed down the sweetness, his eyes fixed on mine.

Nathaniel took back the chalice, bowing his head and stepping away.

The silence that overcame the hall was heavy enough to crack stone. It roared through me as Vincent framed my face with his hands. My heart leapt, half from shock, half from the unexpected touch. He leaned close to whisper in my ear, “Forgive me, but I must kiss you now. They are waiting to witness it.”

I could not hide my shiver. But nor did I pull away.

We had kissed once, that day long ago in the bracken. How innocent and young we had been, not knowing what awaited us.

This time, Vincent did not miss.

His mouth met mine, chaste and gentle. It was a polite meeting of our lips, but his hands continued to frame my face. His thumbs caressed my cheekbones, as if he was learning the way I felt beneath his touch.

I could taste the faintest trace of honey slipping from his tongue. He stiffened, his breath catching, when I took hold of his sleeve of chainmail to keep him close as a lover would. His armor was cold against me, but as his mouth warmed to mine, we seemed to meld together; my softness met the hard planes of his steel. He wove his fingers into my hair, and it felt familiar, as if we had spent countless hours exploring the other.

It was, of course, all an act.

We drifted apart.

His hands fell away from me, his fingers flexing when they reached his sides.

I did not feel so cold anymore. The shadows did not feel so deep and twisted, the night did not seem so long and strange. The three days to come did not feel so dire.

It must have been something in the honey mead.

The people of Wyndrift became vibrant, alive, cheering over the simplest of kisses, and I reminded myself that I was giving them a performance. Soon, this would end, and I would return to my life, uprooted, wandering the realms with words in my hands.

But I would honor that old blood-smeared prayer of Vincent’s, that weight in my pocket. And I could only hope I did not fail him again.








XXIX
Poison That Grows, Wild and Beautiful




MATILDA

I had forgotten two important things about mortal kind.

The first? Consummation on a wedding night was very important, particularly when it came to marriages forged by alliance.

The second? Humans needed to sleep at some point.

When Vincent and I returned to his room in the tower, it was late. The rain had ceased, leaving behind cloying, damp air, and the clouds had broken into ribs, exposing a setting moon and a smattering of stars. Mere hours from sunrise, I realized. Even so, I was not expecting the two attendants to be waiting at the door, to help me undress. I did not expect them to wash and perfume my skin again, to remove the pearled snood and brush every tangle from my hair, and to leave me in nothing more than a thin chemise. My belt remained firm about my waist.

Vincent, likewise, was again seen to by his brother, who removed his armor, piece by piece, his glittering chainmail, and his boots before fetching him a clean tunic from the wardrobe and nothing else.

“Sleep well,” Nathaniel said with that mischievous smile of his, a gleam in his eyes as the attendants bowed and followed him out the door. “We shall see the two of you at sunrise.”

Vincent said nothing. In fact, it looked as if he had just set a lemon wedge into his mouth.

“Good night,” I said, and Nathaniel closed the door, leaving Vincent and me alone, hardly dressed, with distance that felt like the ocean between us.

A tense moment ticked by. I anxiously traced one of the moonstones on my belt. Vincent looked at me as I looked at him, and a thousand words seemed to gather on my tongue. A thousand words, and yet I could not utter a single one.

“You can take the bed,” Vincent said brusquely. “I will sleep on the floor.”

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” I replied, clearing my throat. “I do not need to sleep. Or if I do, very rarely, and it will not be done here. You may keep the bed, and I will sit before the fire, and think about all the things your uncle said tonight, and what we should plan for.”

To make my point, I moved to the chair I had sat in earlier, sinking deep within it. I gazed at the fire, watching it dance.

“What we should plan for?” Vincent repeated, and as I hoped, he followed me, settling in the adjacent chair. “Tell me your thoughts.”

“To begin with, your uncle has no intention of retreating. He will use these next three days to craft a new plan, one that now accounts for me. And I would not have agreed to give him this interim had I also not needed time to prepare.”

“What preparations?”

I glanced at him. “I need to go below tomorrow and speak with Bade. While I am gone, I believe you should not only call upon your own allies, if you have not already done so, but also begin to evacuate the children, the elderly, the craftspeople, the most vulnerable who live here and have no desire or skill to fight. Relocating them to a safe place will also be wise in case there is a siege. Your resources will last longer for the people who can fight, delaying starvation as long as possible.”

“I did not think to evacuate anyone,” Vincent confessed. “This castle is a difficult one to siege, due to the river. That is why the Becketts built here to begin with. If the eastern bridge falls, we still have the western one to transport provisions.”

“Yes, but you must consider that there is a chance someone could ally with Grimald from the western side of the river, cutting off resources.” I paused, watching Vincent frown. “Do you have allies? And, if so, where are they?”

“The western side of the river,” he answered wryly. “That is why I am not afraid of a siege. Hugh of Delavoy’s lands border mine. He fought with my father and brothers for Adria’s cause before Bade took her from us. They were brothers-in-arms then.”

There was a hint of anger in his voice when he spoke of Bade’s decision to take Adria below, to save her life by making her immortal. It was a myth that had drenched mortal lands like a flood once Adria had become the goddess of peace. I held my tongue, thinking this needed to be a conversation for another day. But a memory rose all the same, one that hinged upon Adria and my first assignment as herald.

The moment I had seen Vincent, not in a dream but in the real world.

There had been two heraldic banners when his brothers had arrived on the moors, weary and broken from a lost war. The white flowers and river-blue banner of Beckett, as well as another that had been stark and torn against the sky.

“The three mountains?” I said.

“Yes. That is Hugh’s sigil.”

“And he is a sworn ally of yours? He has given you a vow he cannot break unless you release him?”

“He made an agreement with my father, which I have honored. He is permitted to cross our bridge whenever he needs to but that means he must also help us defend it should it come under fire.”

“So there is no sworn oath to you?”

Vincent was silent. It made me uneasy.

“Where is Hugh now?” I pressed. “Why is he absent? Where are his warriors, ready to defend the bridge?”

“Grimald arrived yesterday morning. As soon as he made camp, I sent a missive to Hugh by way of my fastest rider. It will take him time to gather his warriors, but he will come.”

“Do you want to send me?” I asked. “I can go and deliver any message you write.”

“No.”

I was surprised by how swiftly he answered, as if he had considered it.

“I want you here,” Vincent said. “The words I sent before are enough. He will come.”

“Then let us speak of the evacuation, because it should commence as soon as the sun rises. Where can your people go for the interim, where they will be safe?”

“The closest place I can think of is Drake Hall, the Delavoy ancestral home.”

Good, I thought. If this was a reluctant ally, it might change things when Vincent’s people arrived, eager to find refuge.

Vincent continued, “When you go below tomorrow, I will begin the evacuations to Drake Hall. Do you know how long you will be away, or when I can expect you to return?”

I shook my head. “No. But I should return soon. No longer than a day.” A weariness began to steal over me until I remembered our moment in the hall. Our wedding feast, and how—when I had grasped his sleeve and leaned into him during the kiss—he had flinched. “I am sorry if I made you uncomfortable tonight.”

“What are you speaking of?”

“During our kiss. I should not have taken hold of you. I should not have leaned into you.”

Vincent sighed, gazing into the fire. “You did not make me uncomfortable. You merely surprised me. I am not accustomed to such things.”

“Being touched?”

His eyes flickered to mine. “It has been a while, yes. And don’t think I failed to notice the very same in you, when we were walking to Fury Bridge.”

I knew what he implied. He spoke of the moment when he touched the small of my back.

And I did not tell him that the last hands to touch me in such a way had been possessive, sometimes rough, eager to draw out my secrets. I did not tell him that I rarely slept in another’s presence because I feared they would kill me for my power, even when I was beside a lover, and that to fully rest and surrender beneath someone else’s hands and mouth and eyes was a vulnerability I could not risk.

But with Vincent … he had always been gentle, even in dreams when childhood had started to melt from our bodies and we had slowly become more aware of ourselves. How easily he could have used me in those moments, and yet he never had.

“Would now be a good time to practice?” I asked.

He stared at me for such a long moment I thought he had not heard me. That perhaps I had only thought it, an echo of what I wanted. Until he held out his hand.

“Yes,” Vincent said. “Come closer to me.”

My fingers slid across his. When he tugged on mine, I rose, walking to where he sat. Wordlessly, he invited me to sit on his lap and I settled close to him, feeling the warmth of his legs seep into the backs of my thighs.

I turned until I could look upon his face, our mouths close, our eyes aligned. I draped one of my arms across the expanse of his shoulders.

“Will you show me?” he asked, a throaty whisper that made the hair rise on my arms. “Show me where I should touch you?”

I swallowed and reached for one of his hands.

“You can touch me here,” I said, bringing his palm to my shoulder, the shadowed dip of my collarbone. “And here.” I guided his fingers down the full length of my arm. “As well as here.” I set his hand on my waist, just below my belt. I watched as Vincent glanced down, his thumb gently pressing on one of the moonstones.

I realized, too late, that it was the Gatekeeper’s eye.

“This is an odd stone,” he said, studying the shadows within the gem. How they resembled lashes, fanning across pale skin. “Like a sleeping eye.”

I huffed a nervous laugh, drawing up my sundial on its chain, keen to distract him.

“And this is how I keep time when I am in another realm,” I explained, and my plan worked. Vincent cupped the sundial in his palm, gazing down at it. “I can see the sun’s strength here, and can tell if it’s dawn, midday, afternoon, or eventide. And this”—I paused to grasp its companion chain and orb—“is my lunar disk.” I set the mirror that reflected the moon’s phase into his palm. “Another way for me to keep time.”

“Where did you come by these?” Vincent asked, unable to hide his awe.

“The disks are from my father. The belt was from my mother.”

“And who are your parents?”

I hesitated, realizing too late that he had snared me as I had snared him.

Vincent’s gaze lifted, meeting mine. He let the sundial and lunar disk slip from his palm; I felt them dangle on their chains.

“You don’t have to answer me,” he said, his palm returning to my waist. My chemise gathered beneath his touch. “But I would like to know more about you, Matilda.”

I was not certain I was strong enough to tell him such a story. The divines I had come from. The places I had been. I smiled, but it was weak, and I began to run my fingers through his hair. At once, he stifled a groan, his eyes closing.

I took that private moment to study his face, taking in the high-set cheekbones, the slight cleft in his chin, the small scars along his jaw. The blue dapples beneath his eyes from sleepless nights, the proud bridge of his nose, the slight furrow between his brows, as if he frowned more than he smiled. The wry tilt of his lips.

His appearance fascinated me; the closer I looked, the more stories I found within the details. And I wondered how each winter would leave its mark on him as he grew older. The wrinkles, the scars, the silver tresses. The unique characteristics that I rarely encountered amongst my fellow gods and goddesses because aging in physical ways took centuries.

“Tell me a story about you,” Vincent whispered, opening his eyes. My caress had softened his body, his breaths, but his gaze remained like steel, piercing me. “I always wondered where you dwelled, after you left me in dreams. What home you returned to.”

His question inspired a lump in my throat. It hurt to breathe, and I glanced away. No one had ever voiced such a thing to me before.

“My mother was the Underling goddess of winter, fire, and cunning,” I said, tracing the silver stitched embroidery on his tunic sleeve. “My father is the Skyward god of summer, oaths, and dusk.”

And so I began to tell him slender fragments of my past. Little jagged pieces, like I was putting together a mirror that had shattered. How I had not known who my father was, how I had lived only in the under realm, how Bade became my salt-sworn ally.

“Salt sworn?” Vincent asked, gently interrupting.

“Yes,” I said. “He is sworn to aid me, no matter the cost to himself.”

“Hmm.” We were quiet for a moment. Only the fire crackled in the hearth, and now my eyes were the ones to feel heavy as Vincent’s fingertips began to graze my arm, following a path up the inner crook of my elbow to my collarbone. The sleeve of my chemise had slipped from my shoulder; he let it be, drawing languid patterns on my skin. “You speak of your mother in the past. What happened to her, if I may ask?”

“She was killed by one of her closest friends. Phelyra, the goddess of revelry and coin.”

His hand went still, heavy. “I’m sorry.”

“There is nothing for you to apologize for.”

“Yes, there is. What I said to you on the bridge, about being the goddess of revelry. Forgive me.”

I stroked his hair again, his apology making me feel far too tender, but he remained tense with regret. “You did not know.”

“How long ago was this? When you lost her?”

“Thirteen years ago.”

His mind went distant. I could see it in his eyes, how they glazed as he reeled back in time.

“Thirteen years is when I last saw you,” Vincent finally said. And now he was the one to pick up the pieces, attempting to make an image from fragments. “What happened after she died?”

“I had to flee Skyward and seek sanctuary with the father who did not know I existed.”

Vincent ceased to breathe, to move. He gazed up at me, unguarded, and I could see myself in the dark moon of his eyes. My reflection, and how I did not look like a goddess but a woman, powerless and doomed by the circumstances that had unfolded around her.

Enough, I thought. I had told him too much, and I felt terribly vulnerable for it.

I rose from his lap, thankful his hands slipped away. That he let me go, and I walked to the window, which was still cracked open to the night.

“Matilda,” he said, also standing. And it was the softness in his voice, the pull of sorrow, that made me stiffen. “I—”

“Don’t,” I cut him off. “Don’t be sorry for me. I only grew wiser after my mother’s death, and stronger in the Skyward court.”

“And that is what you want most? To be stronger than you are now?”

He was posing this question of want back to me, and I did not like it. I kept my gaze on the world beyond the glass windowpanes, the baron’s camp glittering across the wide blade of the river.

“All I know is I will not let another divine kill me, steal my magic, and send me disgraced into the wasteland,” I said. “I will not follow my mother’s fate.”

Vincent was silent, but I could hear him breathe. I could feel the expanse between us. Only moments ago, we had been close enough to feel each other’s hearts, beating like drums as we touched. Now, a chasm had cracked the floor, but I did not regret it. I should never forget that he was mortal while I was not.

“You should get some rest,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. He was regarding me; I had a feeling he had not looked away once. “The night will be over soon. I will keep watch.”

Vincent submitted with a nod.

My attention returned to the window, and I listened as he walked to the bed. As he threw back the coverlet and made a sound of surprise.

“What is it? A serpent?” I asked, wondering if mortals played such games. Perhaps an old lover of his was angry, putting something venomous on my side of the bed.

“No. But it is a gift for you.”

The intrigue drew me.

I left the window to see what he spoke of, discovering a necklace beside my pillow. On a chain was a small glass vial, the length of my pinky, and within it, sealed by cork and hardened wax, was a stem brimming with white flowers.

I held the necklace up to the light. I recognized the flowers; they were the poisonous blooms that Orphia had once boiled for my mother to drink. Their likeness had been stitched along the hem of my wedding gown. They were woven into the tapestry on the wall, the blossoms that filled the four foxes’ wake.

“I know this flower,” I confessed. “We call it bittertongue below, but what is its proper name?”

“River blythe. It only grows here on the island.”

I met Vincent’s gaze across the bed. “How odd.”

“It likes cold, rocky places that are prone to flooding,” he replied, a touch wry. “Like the people who live here. But yes, the Underlings love to trade their gemstones and scraps of obsidian for a handful of blooms, as well as a bottle of wine.”

I could have laughed; he was not wrong.

“Am I supposed to wear this necklace now?” I said. “As your wife?”

“Anytime someone from beyond the river island comes here to live, whether by marriage or by choice, they are given a vial of blythe to wear around their neck,” Vincent explained. “They are to wear it for a full year, an entire turning of seasons, and it makes them immune to the poison of the flowers. Although as a goddess, I do not think that applies to you.”

I studied the flowers again, carefully preserved in glass. I felt foolish for acting as Vincent’s cupbearer earlier that evening, sipping his wine while all along he was immune to poison that grew, wild and beautiful, on his island.

I decided to follow tradition and draped the necklace over my head. The vial came to rest close to my fault line, a pleasant weight.

Vincent watched, darkly intent, before his eyes dropped to the blankets before him.

“Did you know that I carry a small vial with me everywhere I go?” I said, reaching into one of my pockets to withdraw it. The glass orb cast a blue shadow over my palm when the light struck it.

“What does it hold?” Vincent asked.

“Nothing.”

“Then why carry it with you?”

“I do so in case someone burns a Skyward prayer to me. I can bottle the smoke and carry it with me.”

“And did you receive many prayers? When you were Skyward?”

His question made me feel shy. Perhaps it made me feel my age, my inexperience as a goddess. I tucked the blue bottle back into my pocket and said, “No. I have never received a prayer by smoke.”

He was quiet, as if he did not know what to say.

This is the moment, I thought. I should bring his prayer to the light. His bloodstained words. I should swallow them in his presence, so he could see me tether myself to his request. And yet as the seconds passed, I could not find the courage.

“Good night,” I said instead, returning to my post at the window.

“Wake me if something happens.”

I nodded, savoring the crisp air and the fog that began to rise from the river. But I was aware of him, lying in bed. How his breathing soon shifted, betraying his exhaustion. How swiftly he fell asleep in my presence, as if his worries and fears ebbed when I was close.

I do not know how much time passed me by, standing at that window. It felt like a mere breath and a full season, but when the fog began to dissipate, I realized why the air was so pleasant to me, why I had been inhaling so deeply.

Smoke was rising from the baron’s camp.

I leaned closer, pressing my hands on the rain-speckled glass. Grimald and his warriors were burning prayers. I could see the pinpricks of fire, smoldering fiercely through the darkest hours of night. Who was he praying to? Which Skyward divine would he try to bring against me in battle?

I bared my teeth, my hand flying to my neck, seeking the draws of my enchanted cloak for comfort. There was only the softness of my chemise, the silver chain, and the dangling river blythe, and I turned to scan the room. Where was my cloak? Panic shot through me until I remembered that humans stored garments in cedar chests and behind those wasted wooden doors they called wardrobes, and I strode, soundlessly, to Vincent’s.

The twin doors creaked in greeting as I opened them, and there, hanging amongst Vincent’s raiment like it was finally where it belonged, was my cloak.

I sighed in relief, pulling it from the hanger.

“Do not worry me like that again,” I scolded, although I knew it must have been Alyse who had moved it.

The cloak only fluttered in reply as I brought it around my shoulders, knotting it at my collar. I did not need to command it; the fabric went from bright crimson to a dusky lavender, rendering me invisible. It must have sensed my determination, my reckless plans. But I would not sit here, tucked away in a tower, while the baron plotted to move against me.

I glanced at Vincent. He slumbered onward, deep and peaceful, and I climbed out the window, taking the same path I had previously forged. Down the tower, which was far worse than ascending, the stones slick from the storm, the river churning up mist.

This time, no one saw me.

I was nothing more than a shadow in the night as I slipped into the dark, star-flecked water.








XXX
The Smoke of Burning Prayers




MATILDA

This river crossing was like the one before it—cold, dark, and mercilessly deep. But the soft bed of silt beneath my feet, the draw of the currents through my hair, and the hum of the water against my skin were becoming familiar to me.

I stepped onto the eastern bank, studying the baron’s camp. A shiver coursed through me, not from the cold nip of night but because I could see the countless trails of smoke rising from tents and small braziers. I could smell the fragrance of burned parchment and ink. The hint of desperation mingled with piousness.

Grimald of Englewood and his warriors were burning prayers to a Skyward divine, and I needed to know which one.

I began my stealthy approach, hidden beneath my cloak.

The moss was soggy, the mud ankle-deep. I wandered the well-trodden pathways, taking note of my surroundings, even the smallest of details. Warriors were either in their tents, writing on whatever scraps they could find, or gathered in glum clusters around the braziers, decked in mud-splattered armor as they fed prayers to the flames.

Grimald’s grand tent was not difficult to locate. It sat in the very center of camp and claimed the hillock’s crest, affording him flat ground and a view of the river, the Wyndrift fortress, and the valley on the other side, where the destriers grazed and makeshift forges glowed.

I paused in a shadow.

The linen door panels fluttered in the wind, exposing a view of Grimald. He was standing at a small table, gazing down at what appeared to be a map. Iron candelabras flickered around him, spilling light over the rugs, the plush bed in one corner, the chainmail and armor that hung from a wooden dummy. He combed his fingers through his beard before he filled a cup with wine, drinking it down feverishly.

He was anxious, impatient as he waited for the prayers to rise.

I drew closer, keeping to the shadows. I was mindful of the warriors I passed, ensuring that I did not brush their shoulders with my own. I kept my cloak pulled tight around my tall frame, at last finding a dark place to kneel at the back of the baron’s tent. I gently cut a seam in the fabric with the small dagger I perpetually kept in one of my pockets, affording myself a clear view of Grimald.

I could see his face, the deep grooves in his brow, the haggard gleam of his eyes. This was him unfortified; he thought he was alone, and he let his fear shine through. My presence on the bridge had unsettled him, but I knew that desperate men took desperate measures.

Whom are you calling to?

Wind gusted through the camp, rattling the tents, feeding the brazier flames, coaxing the gash in the clouds even wider until the stars seemed to gleam with laughter.

It was only the eastern trade wind, but it felt like the prelude to a momentous arrival. A way to make the mortals shudder and bow before divinity walked amongst them, and I gripped the hood of my cloak, ensuring it remained draped over my hair. I held my breath, listening to the sounds of the camp. It had fallen strangely quiet.

“My lord, he’s … he’s here,” a voice panted from the entrance of the tent. “Shall I bring more refreshments for the two of you?”

Grimald turned. His posture went rigid; his hand played with the hilt of the sword sheathed at his side.

“Yes,” he said, but his voice croaked. “Yes, that will be fine.”

I continued to watch from my vantage point, waiting. Gooseflesh prickled down my arms when I was met by a fragrance of crushed lilies and grass. Of rusted iron and spiced wine that had been warmed over a flame.

I drew a sharp inhale of shock, just as I heard the familiar drawl.

“I hear that you have requested an audience with me?” Warin asked.

He stood at the entrance of the tent, just out of my sight, but I saw Grimald clearly. The baron lowered himself to his knees and bowed his head, letting three long beats pass before he spoke.

“Yes, god of river, iron, and spring. Thank you for answering our plight with haste.”

“Rise,” Warin said, and while he sounded bored, I knew better. He was curious to hear what the baron had to say. “And tell me what aid you seek and why you have summoned me, of all gods.”

Grimald lumbered to his feet, hunched as if his back hurt. But he gracefully motioned to one of the velvet-clad chairs, offering it to Warin.

“Please, sit, lord,” he said, just as his squire delivered a tray of refreshments. “May I pour a cup for you? This wine comes from the southern vineyards of Englewood and is one of the finest vintages amongst mortal kind.”

Warin was quiet as he sat. At last, he was within my view.

“I will take a cup,” he said, his sunset robes so vibrant they made his surroundings appear dull.

Grimald poured two cups, the wine the color of moonlight.

Warin accepted the offering, but he didn’t sip it yet. His deference was likely to make Grimald sweat more, and he watched with hooded eyes as the baron sat in the chair across from his.

“I hear your parley on the bridge did not go according to plan,” Warin said, voice warm with amusement.

“Yes, lord,” Grimald replied. “There was … an unexpected presence. She took me by surprise.”

“Mm. Yes, the herald comes and goes as she desires, but she is rather harmless. She carries love letters and news that is old by the time she delivers it. Things that have happened and poor decisions of the heart. She holds no sway over the future.”

I curled my hand into a fist, until I felt the bite of nails in my palm.

“That may be so,” the baron continued. “But she is now married to my nephew. And I—”

Warin, who had unfortunately decided to take a sip at this very moment, spewed wine into the air.

“She what?”

Grimald startled. “I … she is wed, lord. To Vincent.”

“And you have proof of this?”

“They seemed familiar with each other. She also took an arrow for him. What goddess would do such a thing, if not for love?”

I watched Warin intently. His emotions burned through him, vivid as the sun, and I recognized that green flash of jealousy, that possessiveness.

He regained his composure. But I knew him well; I could still see how anger pulled the corners of his mouth tight, making him look centuries older than he was.

“You should not be afraid of the herald,” he said again, his cadence polished. “She is young and untried. A mere bee sting when compared to a sword’s bite.”

“But she is—”

“I do not want to talk about Matilda anymore. You are wasting my time. Tell me, now, why you have summoned me here, pulling me away from my hall in the dead of mortal night. What do you want?”

“I want the river,” Grimald said, his voice turning hoarse. “I want Wyndrift and the bridges. My ancestral home. It is mine by right.”

“Then how did you lose it?”

I listened, wearily, as the baron began to explain his predicament once more. The same words, the same feelings. The same sentiments about the firstborn inheritance law. How there was a suspicion Vincent was not a Beckett by blood, and gods knew we could not have that. How Grimald had attempted to take the fortress back ten winters ago and failed.

“Interesting,” Warin said, flicking a moth that dared to swoop too low. “You want my favor, then, when it comes time for battle. But if I support your cause, what will you give me?”

“What is it that you want, lord?”

A precarious question for a human to ask a god.

Warin smiled and leaned closer. “The eastern and western bridges are quite something to behold, are they not? In fact, they disturb the currents of my river, breaking its flow and allowing anyone to pass over my waters.”

“Yes.” Grimald realized his mistake. He suddenly sounded reserved; he drank no more wine, and his spine was ramrod straight. “Although the Lord of Wyndrift can refuse passage.”

“Which is a great power.”

“Indeed.”

“One that many believe a mortal man should not have.”

Grimald was silent. I could see him swallow.

“This is what I want, baron,” Warin said. “This river is mine before it is yours, and you may care for it beneath my watch, but I want to be deemed the keeper of the bridge. Everyone who crosses must pay me a toll.”

“A t-toll, lord? What is your price?”

“For every mortal who passes, I want—” Warin cut himself off, just as a tendril of wind whispered through the torn linen. The gentle gust stirred the maps on the table, threatening to snuff out the candlelight. His eyes widened and his nostrils flared.

I stiffened in dread, realizing what had caught his attention.

The wind had carried the fragrance of my magic into the tent, flinging it like perfume into Warin’s face. The scent of parchment, ink, cloves. Water dripping down stone, and the smoke of a burning scroll. Something that was enticing and nameless. And just as I had recognized him, sight unseen, he recognized me.

His gaze darted around the tent, seeking me in the shadows.

“Lord?” the baron prompted, shifting in the chair. “May I—?”

“Be silent.”

I could nearly hear Warin’s thoughts. He was tempted to call in my loan to expose me. The slippers on my feet. And I would have no choice but to answer him. To stand and enter the tent, these shoes cradled in my hands, revealing my presence.

Run.

My heart lodged in my throat. My ichor began to hum, hot with warning.

Run.

My hesitation cost me.

A second later, Warin’s eyes found the seam in the linen wall.

The sharpness in his expression eased as he snickered. He shook his head, his smile widening until his beauty looked skewed.

I recoiled, even as I knew my cloak concealed me from him. But Warin could still sense me. He knew I was lurking at the edges, watching him, gleaning his words.

“Lord?” The baron glanced around the tent, as if he had also just sensed something uncanny. “Is everything well?”

“All is fine,” Warin said, setting his wine aside with a great flourish. “But I fear we will have to finish this conversation another time.”

“Oh? I hope I have not displeased you.”

“It has nothing to do with you. No, I have been summoned for a hunt.”

Warin’s announcement stabbed me like a shard of ice. He snapped his fingers and a quiver of arrows appeared at his side, as well as his favorite yew bow. The very one he had defeated me with in our challenge, long ago.

Bade had once advised me on when it was time to fight, and when it was time to retreat. My feet ached as I stood; the river slippers felt tighter, heavier.

I broke into a run.








XXXI
Cry Sanctuary




MATILDA

Once, my mother told me never to run from a god.

They are drawn to those they cannot have, by those who fear or loathe them.

And while they enjoy a good chase, a vigorous hunt to stir up the color in their cheeks and the fire in their ichor, they will only grow angry and dangerous should their prey prove themselves faster, slipping away.

How often have I broken my mother’s advice?

Many, many times.



I knew I was swifter than Warin. But I also knew the river answered to him, and the river was my way back to Vincent’s tower.

I ran through the camp, breath sharp in my lungs. I refused to look behind me, even when I felt Warin’s pursuit. He emerged from the baron’s tent loudly. His footsteps struck the earth hard, sending a shiver through the mud.

Matilda, he crooned to me, his magic finding mine with ease—iron and spring and rivers, chasing after words with wings. As if he knew exactly where I would be. Why are you running from me?

I sprinted past the last row of tents. A winding path that I nearly lost my footing on. Give me wide open spaces. Give me the endless roll of the moorlands, the expanse where the land meets the sky, and I can let myself unravel. I can outrun any god, even Shale.

If only I had that now.

The bank soon came into view; the river’s edge glittered, lapping around rocks like it was whispering to me, Hurry. Run faster.

I was preparing to hurl myself into its depths, eager to let it swallow me whole, when the water lurched away with ribbons of foam, exposing pockmarked mud and broken reeds. I slid to a halt and stared at it, amazed. When I tried to step within it again, the water refused to touch me, receding like the tide.

“Ah, there you are.” Warin approached from behind. I could feel the distance close between us, the hair tingling at the nape of my neck. “Did you think you could cross my river without my knowledge? Come, I want to talk with you.”

I stepped sideways to a patch of lank grass. When I glanced at Warin, I could tell he still could not fully discern me. His eyes were sweeping the place where his river lapped at his bidding, even though I was already three paces away from that spot.

He pulled an arrow from the quiver at his back. My heart ceased beating when I watched him notch that arrow upon his bow, the string shining in the moonlight.

If he shot me, my blood would leave a trail for him to follow, defying my invisibility. I had no doubt this was his intention, and I hurried onward to the bridge.

I could freely walk onto Fury Bridge where the parley had been, just as the baron and his men had done earlier that night with their failed assault, but there were still three gates I would have to contend with. Three gates that would have to open at my command if I wanted to make it to the safety of the holding. And Vincent’s words roused in my memory.

Under no circumstance will you raise that gate unless I command it.

I did not know if the knights would raise the gates for me, but I had to believe they would honor my cry for sanctuary, as unlikely as it might seem.

If they will just lift the portcullis for me, I thought.

It was hard to breathe as I ran to Fury Bridge.

The river exposed me, lapping as I rushed along the banks. I heard one arrow hit the ground behind me with a thud. Then another whizzed past my elbow.

“I told you not to run,” Warin called. “Although I do love a moving target.”

I cast a glance over my shoulder to see he was pursuing me at a brisk walk. His eyes took in the tower and cold laughter slipped from his crooked grin.

“Ah, you think the mortals will raise that gate for you.” He notched another arrow on his bow. “This is the most entertainment I’ve had in a long while, Matilda. Perhaps you can pay my first toll.”

I ignored his taunt, relieved when I reached the bridge.

Its wooden planks gleamed with rain. Fog was rising from the river. The tower firelight glowed eerily like fallen stars caught in a web, and the portcullis and Fury Gate loomed in the distance like a shadowy maw. I knew that I needed to reveal myself so the gatekeeper could see me. I would have to peel away my cloak, shed my invisibility.

Reluctantly, I let the fabric fall away. I felt chilled from the exposure, as if the river fog was hungry, sinking into my skin.

“Gatekeeper!” I called up to the tower, knowing the sentries had spotted me. I could see an archer’s profile in one of the windows, their movement blocking the firelight. “Will you raise the portcullis for me? Just enough to let me slip through to find sanctuary between it and the gate.”

There was no answer. No shout of acknowledgment.

I bit the inside of my cheek as I studied the portcullis’s iron lattice, and the formidable gate just behind it. If I could take shelter between the two—if the gatekeeper would lift the portcullis just high enough for me to dart beneath—then I would be out of Warin’s grasp.

“Matilda.” I could hear his leisurely gait as he reached Fury Bridge. The graceful clip of his shoes on the wood. He was in no hurry to reach me; he was confident the gate would not lift. “Let us go to the river, my sweet. Let us ride the wind to my hall, and we can talk more.”

I ignored him and the way my bones ached from the cold. From my fear, which crackled through me like frost.

“Gatekeeper!” I called, and this time I could not hide the hoarse desperation in my voice. “Please, raise the portcullis so I may find shelter.”

Again, no one answered.

There was only a roaring silence. The whisper of the river beneath my feet. The sound of Warin’s chuckle as he watched my request founder on the bridge.

“Perhaps your husband and his people have forgotten you are their newly appointed lady,” he said. “But that is the thing about mortals, isn’t it? They forget so easily. I would have cautioned you against throwing your vows away so carelessly.”

I continued to wait, gazing up at the tower windows, where the sentries were moving shadows. Would they answer me? Why did their silence feel like a blade, slowly sinking into my side?

Warin took hold of my upper arm, wrenching me back to him.

“Do not ignore me,” he said, irritation cracking his perfect facade. “You should know better than anyone else that I do not like to be played a fool.”

“A fool?” I countered, slipping from Warin’s hold like a fish. I could not match his brawn, but he could not match my speed. I took three steps back, putting a cushion of space between us. “What do you mean?”

“Why did you want the slippers? Why did you use me to cross my river?”

“I did not use you, Warin.”

“Oh?”

His voice had taken on that dangerous shrill. The sound of it nearly transported me to our last altercation on his villa stairs. How he had pushed me. How I had fallen down the steps, my skin breaking, my blood staining the marble.

My mouth went dry. I tried to swallow and could not. But in the distance, I heard the western trade wind coming, blowing across the river.

“Gatekeeper!” I shouted one final time, dodging Warin as he prowled closer. I did not dare take my eyes off him.

Come on, I thought to the wind, preparing to ride it. Hurry.

Warin also noted the trade wind’s approach. He tucked his bow away and tilted his head as the wind swirled and then he lunged for me, faster than I had ever seen him move.

I had no choice but to jump backward, smacking into the balustrade. I bent, lithe as a sapling in a storm, to avoid his hands.

But my hope sank like a stone in deep water when Warin caught my chemise and yanked, the fabric ripping. I stumbled into him. His arms came around me, holding me firm against him, and I acknowledged my defeat.

There was nowhere for me to go.

The gate would not lift; the trade wind was not moving fast enough for me to evanesce within it.

There was no sanctuary I could call upon.

I considered summoning my shield from my belt. It had been a while since I had wielded it. A while since I had fought with it.

My palms went damp as my fingers curled into a fist. Warin held on to me, keeping me in the mortal realm as the trade wind blew by us, snarling our hair.

He could draw his bow and shoot arrows at me and call it fun and games, but the moment I pulled any weapon against him, even something as simple as a shield, he would take it as a threat. I longed for my eithral arrow, hidden in one of the moonstones. My hand ached to retrieve it—I could imagine the shock that would ripple across Warin’s face when he realized I owned one—but my mind was like adamant. I did not want anyone to know I possessed a scale. And if I drew it into the light, exposing such power, I needed to deliver a killing blow without hesitation.

“Do you want to call for your husband?” Warin asked. And then, to humiliate me even more, he wove his fingers into my hair, jerking my face upward so that our mouths were only a gasp apart. I could smell the baron’s sweet wine on his breath. “I believe he has been watching our little dance from the tower.”

My pulse leapt at the imagining. My heart fell into a sharp, agonizing beat. I let it paint a picture in my mind, one that stung like salt in a wound: Vincent standing at the tower window, watching me struggle on the bridge below. Refusing to give me sanctuary, even when I begged for it.

He did not care for the gods, but I struggled to envision him so cold.

And I could not resist.

I glanced at the firelit windows of the tower, where shadows continued to move. I looked for him, desperate to see him while also wishing he was not there. That he was still in bed, sleeping, just as I had left him. That he would not see me so weak and overcome.

A shout broke the night—a deep, dark voice, calling from the tower.

Warin took that distracted moment to lift me in his arms.

“Warin,” I hissed, clawing at his face, his robes. “Wait—”

“You are coming with me,” he said, and I only had a second to draw air—shallow and ragged—before Warin dragged me over the edge with him, down into the embrace of the river.








ACT THREE
TO MISS SOMETHING YOU HAVE NEVER KNOWN









XXXII
Fire Beneath the Water




VINCENT

I was not dreaming, because the tonics I drank every new moon kept my dreams suppressed. There was only a red sea to drift upon when I slept, a mindless place to rest. But it broke like glass when someone pounded on my door.

I startled awake and lunged up from the bed, legs tangled in blankets, my sight blurred. The fire in the hearth had burned down, and the light was a murky gold. But I could see my sword, propped against the nearby chair. I was reaching for the hilt when a voice spoke through the door.

“Lord.” It was Edric, his breath haggard as if he had been running. “I just received word from one of the sentries. There’s trouble on the bridge.”

It took a moment for the words to sink in. To realize the goddess who had been standing before the window, wearing a chemise so thin that I could see every curve of her body when the fire touched it just right, was gone.

I swung the door open.

“Where is Matilda?” I asked sharply.

“On the bridge,” Edric replied with a grimace.

Of course she was. I was a fool to think she would stay in one place, remaining at my side while I slept.

With anger, with haste, I drew on a pair of trousers and shoved my feet into boots.

“Which bridge?” I asked, belting the sword at my side.

“Fury,” Edric said.

If there was any chance of trouble unfolding, it would be on the bridge farthest from me, the one I would have to sprint to in order to reach, and I gritted my teeth. I descended the tower stairs at a fast clip, leaving Edric and his lumbering pace behind. Through the foyer and into the courtyard to Rye Tower. I pushed myself to run faster once I cleared the first gate, then the second at Maiden.

My boots pounded down the wooden boards of the bridge, a beat that mimicked my racing heart. In the near distance, Fury Tower loomed. I recognized its pillar against the night sky. Its winking lights burned through the fog, as if welcoming me, and I had almost reached the tower stairs when I heard Matilda’s frantic shout for the gatekeeper.

Her desperation was piercing.

I stumbled, skinning my palm against the stone wall.

The pain faded as I dashed through the doorway, taking two steps at a time, my breath like fire in my lungs by the time I reached the sentry corridor. My archers were positioned at the windows, arrows nocked on their bowstrings, but their stances were stiff, hesitant.

“Hold!” I ordered.

The archers submitted, one of them stepping back so I could claim the window. My eyes cut through the fog and torchlight, riveting on Matilda.

A man had her pressed against the balustrade.

No, not a man. A god I recognized.

“Matilda!” Her name tore through me; I hardly recognized the sound of my own voice. But my call came too late.

I watched, stricken, as Warin dragged her over the railing and into the river below. They went under with a splash, and I strained my eyes, waiting. But they did not surface again.

I drew a jagged breath. The air was cold, but it did nothing to ease the heat that was spreading through me. I was about to push away from the window, my nails digging into the casement, when a faint light caught my attention farther downstream. Something glowed below the surface.

I studied it, this fire beneath the water. It was not far from what we called the Claw on Maiden Tower’s southernmost point, and how familiar I unfortunately was with those currents. Matilda was there—somehow I knew this—held by the god of rivers. The god of iron and spring, whom I despised.

“Lord?”

I stepped back from the window. I do not know what sort of expression had overtaken my face, but it must have been terrible. The archers and two of my knights dropped their gazes instantly. No one dared to move, to speak.

“Sir Kenneth,” I said, and the words could have been steam for how my chest boiled. “You were gatekeeper tonight. Tell me what happened.”

“The goddess appeared on the bridge from the eastern riverbank, from the direction of your uncle’s camp, as if she had come from the fog,” Kenneth explained. He was one of the oldest knights of Wyndrift, and by his tone, I could tell he was casting suspicion on Matilda. “She asked if we would raise the gate, and we honored your order, lord. Only you can give that command.”

“She asked for the portcullis to be raised,” Hyacinthe corrected. “She wanted to find shelter between it and the gate, because Warin was pursuing her.”

I raked a hand through my hair, my skinned palm smarting. It had been my order, and they had followed it. My own words, barring her safety.

I swallowed, but my mouth had gone dry.

My thoughts whirled, but I no idea why Matilda had been in my uncle’s camp and why she had not told me before she left. And while it wasn’t wrong for Kenneth to be suspicious, my anger became a wild, livid thing.

“She is your Lady of Wyndrift,” I said, my voice smooth, dark. “And now she has been taken, unwillingly, by another god. Because you would not protect her.”

“She’s a goddess,” Kenneth began, exasperated. “Lord, she should not need us to protect her. It might have been a ploy of hers. She might be in bed with your uncle, trying to convince us to raise the gate while you slept. Have you not considered that?”

I wanted to strike him.

By the grace of the gods, I resisted.

“You will not speak of my wife in that way,” I said. “You will protect her as you protect me. If she asks for you to raise the gate, you lift it.”

Kenneth flushed scarlet.

I pushed past him, heading to the stairs.

“Lord?” Hyacinthe trailed me. Her armor and chainmail gleamed in the light. She was ready, prepared, as she always was, but her eyes were soft with concern. “Where are you going? Do you want assistance?”

I paused at the top of the stairwell, white blooming across my knuckles as I gripped the hilt of my sword. But what was steel against the force of a river? What was my strength when compared to a divine’s? I was earth, dust, salt, and bone. Warin was made of spring and constellations. Of molten gold and iron and wind that was eternal.

And yet … I knew this river.

I knew it perhaps better than him, and I continued my descent.

“I’m going to the Claw.”



It was called such for one simple reason: It was a cluster of rocks shaped like a claw, rising from the base of Maiden Tower’s island. They created a wading pool that then gave way to the deep heart of Wyndrift, the currents flowing downstream.

This was the place where my uncle had once tied ropes to our waists and tossed us into the water like we were flotsam. My elder brothers and me. Nathaniel, thankfully, never experienced it. There were no good memories here, and yet I did not let that hinder me.

I removed my sword, boots, and tunic and stepped into the wading pool wearing only my trousers, the water frigid and high from the rainfall. I still had the enchanted diving harness that Marcher had found—a leather vest that was lightweight in the water and could be yoked to a rope for safety. It also had pockets where stones could be tucked away, which seemed counterintuitive for someone who did not desire to drown, but hence the enchantment. Magic often defied logic.

I ensured those pockets were filled with stones before I tied the harness in place over my chest. Next, I knotted the rope to it. The other end was fastened to the iron ring that Grimald had once driven into the rocks. I yanked on it, to ensure it had not been weakened by rust.

“Lord, what will you do if you reach her?” Hyacinthe asked. She was the only one to accompany me down to the Claw, although I knew my sentries in Maiden Tower were watching from their posts.

It was a fair question, and I did not have an answer. Again, I felt the constraints of my mortality. The ache of my bones, the measure of my breaths. I could not live without air; I could not live without the ground beneath my feet. I would be dangling by a rope. But nor could I idly stand by, knowing Matilda was being held underwater.

I stepped closer to the pool’s edge, feeling the currents tug on my ankles. A beckoning of deep, dark water. The moment before leaping off the ledge was the worst.

“If I call to you,” I said to her, “pull me in.”

Hyacinthe nodded. But her face was tense in the moonlight as she watched me.

Eyes shut, I gathered up the rope and suppressed my thoughts, just as I did my nightmares when I slept. But when I opened my eyes again, I envisioned Matilda. How many times had she drawn me up from the water?

It had been real to me, even if I claimed otherwise. Even if it had only been in dreams.

And I dove into the river after her.



I let the water carry me downstream as if I were nothing more than a small leaf, bobbing on the surface. But I controlled how fast I went with the rope, and I set my course slow but steady. It was similar to how my brothers had rappelled down the mountain when we had tried to reach the dead eithral on the summit, many years ago.

Soon, I could see a glimmer of light far below me.

I released the remaining rope so it would go slack, and instantly the stones in the harness began to pull me downward. The river’s current was strong, and I could feel my exhaustion begin to stir. I would only have so much time before I needed to haul myself back, and that would be the hardest part of the journey—carving my path upstream. But I drew in a deep breath just before the surface closed over my head, and I followed the enchanted light.

The current was roughest here, but I had learned how to move my body in such a way as to cut through it, agile as the bream that thrived in the river. The weight in the harness also drew me down, quickly. Soon, I reached the colder, darker vein of water, which was calmer, heavier. My ears popped. I could feel the air smoldering in my lungs, bubbles desperate to slip from my mouth.

I swam as deep as I dared, my eyes open, fixed upon the light.

But it did not matter how hard I kicked or how far the harness stones dragged me. It did not matter that I was shot through with determination to find Matilda, that I slipped through water like a bolt of silk, graceful even in the cold. My body began to ache; my blood yearned for the surface.

And the riverbed remained as distant as the moon, the stars. Something I could look at but never touch.

My hand trembled as I grasped one of the harness sleeves, drawing out a smooth stone. I let it slide from my hand, watching it melt into the darkness. I removed another, then another, until they no longer weighed me down nor kept me suspended in the water.

With the stones gone, I began to drift downstream.

My lungs withered. I could feel a throb in my temples, warning me that I had remained under for too long. That no matter what I believed—if I was a son of Beckett or not—not even the ocean blood of my mother could save me here.

I began to haul myself up, following the rope.

My exhaustion was blistering; I suddenly wanted to close my eyes and let go, to sink into the numbness. The peaceful darkness. But that was the river’s way; spend too long in her embrace, and she had a knack of lulling you to sleep. Of making you forget, catching you by the throat, and sneaking into your lungs before you knew it.

But she relinquished me this time, as if knowing I was not hers. At least, not that night. I broke the surface with a gasp, shivering.

I floated for what could have been a moment and could have been a year—there is no time in the water. The sun was about to rise, and I was watching the eastern horizon when something wrapped around my legs. I jumped, kicking by instinct, but whatever it was held on to me, tenacious. Cursing, I reached down and pulled it to the surface, only to see that it was Matilda’s cloak.

This, then, I could carry home, and that was when I acknowledged it. I felt the expanse yawn wide between us—Matilda and me. The mundane and the magical. The mortal and the divine.

It did not matter how desperate I was to reach her where she was, to stretch out my hand and take her own.

We only touched in fleeting moments.

And we might meet in startled brevity, like the moon eclipsing the sun every thirteen winters. A meeting that felt so fierce the whole land took note of its shadow. But we were never meant to be bound together. Not even in pretense.








XXXIII
Underwater Reckonings




MATILDA

Warin dragged me down to the riverbed. As soon as we reached the bottom, he let me go, as if curious to see if I would bolt again.

This time, I did not run. I would be slow in the water, even with enchanted shoes, and the darkness was thick and cold, the ground uneven beneath my feet. I could feel the slope of the river bottom, how the sand mimicked rolling hills, the rapids making the bed shift like snowdrift on the moors.

Warin broke the quiet between us. “Why did you run from me?” His voice sounded different beneath the water—a bit muffled, and softer around the vowels. I was relieved that he was calm again, although my shoulders remained pinned back, tense. “You acted like you needed sanctuary from me. Like I was intent on hurting you. All I wanted was to speak with you.”

He made it seem foolish of me, that I had run from him and his arrows.

I had to remind myself that my instincts had never misguided me, although I should have known better than to seek sanctuary on the bridge. That had been a reckless decision, born of fear.

I touched my arm where he had gripped me. His hold had been like iron shackles; I could feel the bruises, blossoming beneath my skin. And although fear still pulsed through me, I knew how to survive this encounter.

I must not panic.

“Warin? I cannot see you.” My voice was also changed by the water; it emerged softer, muted. I had the feeling that I could scream until my lungs ripped, only for the sound to spread through the river like a whisper.

The river remained dark as a new moon night until Warin hummed, and from the black reaches of water, a school of luminescent fish appeared. They gathered in a circle around us, their fins cutting through the pull of the rapids, keeping them in perfect suspension as if they were floating stars. I gazed at the strange fish, tempted to reach out and touch them.

My cloak, which hung over the crook of my elbow, fluttered as if to discourage me.

“Come,” Warin said, turning. “There is a place we may sit up ahead.”

I reluctantly trailed him, the glowing fish following, emitting their light. We passed a skeleton and a small coffer that had been broken open, its insides streaked with algae. A buckler rimmed with steel that still gleamed, a necklace strung with rubies, a dented helm half buried in the sand.

“There are many stories here,” Warin said, bubbles rising every time he spoke. “Buried in this bed. It makes you wonder, sometimes, how mortals have survived as long as they have.”

I did not answer, but I felt it as well. This strange tide rising within me when I saw the bones, the remnants of armor, the pieces of mortality, forgotten in the water. Who had they been, and what had happened for them to find a sad rest here?

At last, we reached a stopping place.

Two big rocks mimicked chairs, smoothed down by flowing water. Warin sat on the larger one, which reminded me of a throne, while I perched on the edge of the smaller one, directly across from him.

My hair floated and spread like tendrils around me. One of the fish became curious, dipping low to dart through the strands. Its curiosity almost coaxed a smile from me.

“What did you want to speak with me about?” I asked.

“I want to know what you are planning,” Warin said, staring at me as if he could read my mind. “Why else would you bind yourself to someone so frail? A man who cannot give you what you want?”

I was quiet, sifting through my words. I needed to be very careful in how I answered him.

“Why do you think I would exchange a vow with someone who is doomed to die?” I countered.

Warin’s eyes narrowed. I was a language he only knew how to speak in part; words and letters were still missing, despite the years we had spent together. He could only read me in halves.

“What are you hiding from me?” he asked.

“I hide nothing from you.”

“Yes, you do. I have always sensed it within you, these secrets you hold. There is more to you than you have ever shown me, as much as I wanted you to let me in.”

I drew a sharp breath, hating the old aches that were stirring. It felt like I was tracing a bone that had fractured and healed. A point I was not certain was stronger or weaker for the breaking.

“I knew Vincent, long ago. Before I even knew you. Is it too hard to believe that I want him for my own?” I was careful of what I said, avoiding anything that might allude to love or vulnerability. Anything that would turn Vincent into a weakness that Warin could exploit.

Warin continued to study me, but the tension in his face was smoothing away, like wrinkles from cloth.

“Do you want power over the river?” he said. “The bridge?”

“No,” I replied. “But that is something you desire?”

Warin visibly relaxed, settling deeper into the chair. He was relieved that we did not want the same thing. “I took the power of rivers for my own this past spring, as you already know. Since then, I have asked your husband for a toll, as is within my right, and which he has refused to pay.” He arched his brow, his expression shifting, just like the sand at our feet. “I have been very patient with him but given his irreverence and refusal to work with me, I think I fare better with that lump of a baron.”

I swallowed. This I had not known: Vincent and Warin had previously met. Vincent had refused to pay a toll or surrender any power of the bridge to Warin.

“Did you tell him what the toll would be?” I asked, trying to calm my heart. But it was beating like a drum. I could nearly taste our doom; Vincent would never agree to a toll. Warin would not rest until he received one. Now the baron was in the mix, and we could not afford to have Warin ally with him.

“You know me,” Warin said with a flippant wave of his hand. “You know I am very reasonable, Matilda. I would not ask for anything too great, anything that a mortal could not tithe.”

“What is the toll?” I repeated, thinking Warin—for all his centuries—did not know much about humankind.

“I offered three different options, dependent upon their craft.”

“And they are…?”

“One: a tithe of first fruits. They must give me a third of their produce, their harvest, their wine. Which is not an unreasonable ask. Devout mortals already offer this within cathedrals. The bridge should be my altar.”

“The second?”

“A tithe of money. They must give me a third of their gold, their silver, their jewels, their coppers.”

Only a Skyward would want such a thing.

“And the third option?” I said.

Warin smiled. I did not like the look of it. The hunger in his eyes.

“They can give me their third-born offspring. See, I am merciful.”

“How is that merciful?”

“I do not ask for the firstborn, who inherits. I did not ask for the second born, who takes up the family craft. I ask for the third, who is not as important and is often just another mouth to feed.”

Vincent was a third born. I tried to imagine his father giving him up, all to cross a river, and was met by a wall in my thoughts. Something so solid I could not see through it; I could not ignore the way it ignited my anger.

“And what would you do with so many third borns?” I asked, hoping he could not hear my disgust.

“That is a secret. You fell out of favor with me, or else you would be privy to my plans. Already, I have told you too much.”

He had told me exactly what he wanted me to know, so that I could return to Vincent and try to persuade him to agree to the toll. And how my skin chafed, to sense Warin’s manipulation.

“At first, I thought it foolish of you. To bind yourself to him,” he continued, oblivious to my disdain. “But now I see … you are very clever. If you have the lord in your bed, you will have sway over the bridge. And by the time you grow bored of him, he will be dead. But I digress. Speak to your husband. See if you can convince him of reason. I will ally with the one who can give me the toll, whether that is you or the baron.”

“When do you need an answer by?” I asked.

“Two days.” He rose from his underwater throne. “Go, speak to him. You know how to find me.”

With that, Warin hummed to the fish, breaking their trance. Their luminescent scales dimmed, one by one.

When I made to rise, the river yanked my cloak from the crook of my arm.

I tripped, inhaling a shock of water that flowed into me like air, and swung my hand outward in a frantic attempt to grasp the hem. I was too slow. I watched, heart-struck, as my cloak vanished into the darkness downstream, feeling its absence like the sting of broken skin.

“A pity,” Warin said. “To lose such a cloak.”

And with that, he was gone.








XXXIV
Let Them Be




MATILDA

By the time I emerged from the river, the sun was breaking the horizon and the fog was dissipating. I was wiser this round, approaching not the gate but one of the towers, and it was not Vincent’s, where I feared being shot again. I was weary of arrows, and I chose Maiden, due to the magic that hummed in her foundation. Breathless, I scaled up her rocky face only to discover there were footholds hewn in the stone, as if others had climbed this route before me, and I followed that path to a door that was seamless with the wall. I would have missed it had I not been half an Underling, and inherently good at locating hidden doorways.

I knocked, hanging by my fingertips and toes, preparing to argue for admittance this time.

But the sentry guarding this passage recognized me. She opened the door without a word and assisted me up, and I found myself standing in a corridor, lit by torch fire, with the aroma of a meal wafting through the air. We were close to the tower’s heart—its octagonal hall, where the warriors supped. And I was terribly hungry. When had I last eaten?

I followed the sound of cutlery, the warm scent of nourishment, and conversational tones that could have lulled me to sleep, I was so weary. But my exhaustion ebbed when I arrived at the hall, pleased to see it was a bright, cheerful place as if it wanted to defy the gloom of possible war. The walls were clad with narrow tapestries and drying herbs. Cloaks hung upon pegs. Round tables brimmed with life as warriors sat and broke their morning fast.

It took a few moments before one of them noticed me, and when he did, he nearly spilled his entire bowl of soup. Then silence fell, as if I had cast a charm over them, the warriors gaping up at me with eyes wide with disbelief.

Nathaniel was the first one to stand, shattering the uncomfortable ice. I had not even noticed Vincent’s brother was present, so seamlessly did he blend in amongst the warriors.

“Lady Matilda,” he said, setting his hand over his chest. He wore a burgundy wool tunic and gray trousers. A sword was belted at his side. His boots were polished to a shine, and his brown hair was plaited in a few places, bound away from his eyes. “May I escort you to the castle?”

I stepped deeper into the hall. My chemise was soaked, as was my hair. I dripped water onto the floor as I walked toward the serving ledge, where there was an interior window overlooking the small, steamy kitchen. Even the cook had frozen at the sight of me.

“I was wondering if I might share a meal with you,” I said to the warriors. “I cannot remember the last time I ate.”

“Yes. Yes, of course!” Nathaniel said, lively. But I sensed my request had disarmed him. He had not expected me to say such. “Cook, will you serve our lady a bowl of porridge?”

The cook spluttered—I could not tell if he was pleased or afraid—but he filled a wooden bowl with this food called porridge. Then he dropped some honey in the center, along with a few tender green leaves and late-summer berries that had been preserved in a jar.

“Milady,” he whispered, offering it to me. There was a tremble in his hands, and I smiled and accepted the bowl.

“It smells very good,” I told him. “I have never had this before.”

“Oats. Lady.” The cook flushed, wincing. “I meant to say … they are oats. Grown not far from here, in our fields on the western side of the river.”

“Excellent. I am keen to taste them.” When I turned to find a place to sit, several warriors instantly stood, offering their seats.

I smiled and accepted one of the chairs, and while I stirred the oats, I saw Nathaniel motion to one of the warriors at the door. A soundless command with his hand. The warrior nodded and slipped away while another brought a cloak from the wall, gently draping it over my shoulders.

Tension unspooled from me when I felt the comforting weight on my shoulders, even if the cloak was not mine.

I took my first bite of porridge; it was strange, but good, spreading its warmth through my chest when I swallowed. Someone poured me a cup of barley water, and as the sunlight began to strengthen along the floor, spilling in from the slit windows, conversations resumed.

Nathaniel sat beside me, his bowl of porridge half eaten.

“May I ask where you came from, sister?”

I was startled by the address, but then strangely pleased by it. Sister. It chased away the lingering cold I felt from the water, warming my blood like wine.

“The river,” I answered, and because I did not want to talk about the gate failing to open for me, or Warin and his price of allyship, I said, “Tell me what a day is like on the bridge. Are you here often with the sentries?”

“Yes,” Nathaniel replied, brightened by my interest. “My quarters are in Fury Tower, but we always break our fast here in Maiden. Cook can make anything taste good. But yes, it will be unusually busy today. We will carry on with the watch and our training like normal while preparing the bridge for an assault. A few knights have been asked to accompany the evacuation to Drake Hall, to depart by the ninth bell. My brother has requested I stay behind, so I will. After that, we—”

Nathaniel cut himself off. I did not understand why until I glanced up and saw Vincent standing on the hall’s threshold, gazing at me.

His expression was inscrutable, his posture rigid save for how his chest heaved, as if he had run to the tower. And he was trying to hide it—the way his breaths flowed quickly—but his face betrayed him. His cheeks were flushed as if he had been out in the wild. His hair looked darker than normal, black as spilled ink, and I realized it was just as wet as mine. Water dripped from the ends, creating constellations on the tunic he wore, and I could only marvel as to where he had been, where he had just come from.

I envisioned him in the river, but then cast that ridiculous image aside.

“Leave us, please,” he said to the room. A gruff request that had me suddenly poised for a quarrel.

The warriors obeyed at once, following Nathaniel’s lead. They took their bowls and cups, nodding to Vincent as they filed past him. Even Cook left, until it was only Vincent and me in the hall. I remained where I was, seated and cloaked, and he came to me, his eyes taking in my rugged appearance. He stopped on the other side of the table, the silence a thick, living thing between us.

“If you are going to leave and steal off into the night,” he finally said, “then at least wake and tell me.”

I merely stared up at him, surprised by how his voice was like gravel, raking over me. Surprised that he was so upset, that his emotions were churning like a storm within him.

“You forget who I am,” I replied. “As a herald, I come and go as I please. But that is no call for you to accuse me of something I did not do.”

“Am I accusing you?”

“You thought I had abandoned you.”

“I never said that word.”

Now the heat was rising in my face. “I know you are irreverent, but why do you doubt me? I am not here to deceive you or betray you. To steal off into the night. The truth is … I did not think to wake you. But only because I am often alone; I do not report my movements to others in an effort to protect myself.”

Something I said bled the fight from Vincent.

A long sigh escaped him; his shoulders curved inward. He set his hand on his stomach and turned away from me, but his wounded stance did not fool me. I sensed his pain, uncertain if it was physical or if it was radiating from somewhere else, like a memory.

“Forgive me,” he said, the words a rasp. “The sight of you here, after thinking you had drowned, has roused something in me that I have not felt in a long time.”

He had seen it, then. He had seen me go over the edge with Warin. He had heard my shouts for sanctuary and had ignored them.

This should not have meant anything to me. It should not have awakened an ache in my chest. And yet I could not hold his gaze; I looked down into the porridge.

“If you have questions about where I was last night,” I said, my voice dropping to a colder tone, “ask them. I will answer you truthfully.”

Vincent pulled out a chair. He straddled it, sitting across the table from me. He remained silent, as if sifting through his words.

“Were you in my uncle’s camp last night?” he asked.

“Yes.”

I told him the whole of it. The burning prayers that had drawn my attention, the river crossing, the invisibility of my cloak, the words I had overheard between the baron and Warin. I noticed Vincent’s expression shutter the moment I uttered that name—Warin.

“You have met him?” I said, already knowing the answer.

“I have, and he is not welcome here.”

I hesitated before saying, “I spoke with him, beneath the water. And he mentioned a toll to me. Is there any chance of you agreeing to one, even if you counter with different tithes? Ones that are not so steep?”

“No,” Vincent said. “Why would we give anything to a god who has done nothing for us? Who does not protect us or ensure our well-being? A god who is greedy, sly, and cruel, thinking he deserves the toil of our hands, the fruit of our labor? The children we bear?”

His words prodded something in me. A deep, troubling feeling. One that made me look at my fellow divines—my own past decisions—with sharper eyes.

“You disagree, Matilda?”

“No,” I said softly. “He is cruel. He is greedy. He is sly. But he is the same as any other god, above or below. He has his strengths and his powers, but he also has his weaknesses.”

“And are you one of them?” Vincent’s eyes held mine. “Does the god of rivers yearn for you?”

His question struck me in a tender place.

I found that I could not look at him. My heart quickened and I rose, pacing the hall. But I craved the vastness of the moors, the solemn stretch of the sky, the quiet of the under realm, and I paused before one of the windows, savoring the sun on my skin.

“Once,” I said. “Long ago, when I was naive and seeking my place in the Skyward realm. Warin wanted me, but it wasn’t due to love. Or yearning.”

Vincent was quiet for so long I thought he would not answer, until I heard the chair scrape across the floor. I felt his presence draw close to mine, joining me in the sunlight.

“If the god of spring and iron and rivers lost you”—Vincent’s voice was a rumble, close to my ear—“then he is more foolish than I thought possible.”

A sad smile stole across my face. “I was never his to lose.”

“I doubt that, Matilda. The way he clung to you last night, forcing you off the bridge with him. Only a weak man—a weak god—would do such a thing. He is still trying to hold on to you when he knows you have already slipped through his fingers.”

That ache in my chest turned vibrant.

Pain welled, sharper than any arrow, and I turned to leave, desiring to be alone. My haste only made the cloak slip from my shoulders. The bruises had healed, although I could have still traced the very places they had been, dappling my skin in gold. But my chemise was ripped, and Vincent noticed.

His hand reached out, touching me on the ribs. The very place I had shown him to caress the night before, the very place the fabric had torn. I did not realize how cold I was until I felt his palm against my skin. I almost melted, I almost sighed, beneath his touch.

“Did he hurt you?” Vincent whispered.

“No.”

“Look at me.”

The urgency in his voice broke my resolve to stay aloof. My eyes lifted to his.

“No gate will be barred from you again,” he said. “If you command them to rise, they will rise. If you need sanctuary, my people will grant it. I could not reach you in time last night. I was still sleeping when I heard there was trouble on the bridge.”

I did not know what to say. He had stolen my words with his own, with this promise he had given me.

And so I did the only thing I could think of. The first prompting that came to me.

I reached into my moonstone pocket and withdrew his blood-soaked prayer, cradling it between us.

Vincent recognized it. I could feel him stiffen; his hand—the very one that had inked those desperate words—drifted from my side as he watched me unfold the parchment.

Matilda, help me.

“You wrote this to me years ago,” I said. “And I have only just received it. I would have come to you instantly that night, as soon as you called, had this letter found me when it should have. If I had not been Skyward.”

“It does not matter now,” Vincent said, but the inflection in his voice had changed. He was guarded again, as I had been earlier.

“Oh, but it does. The enemy of that long-ago night has returned to you. This time, I will answer.”

I opened my mouth and set the parchment on my tongue. Vincent watched, drawing a sharp breath. His inked words melted between my teeth. The parchment stained with his blood turned into milk, sweetened as if by honey, and I swallowed it whole.

It trickled though me, filling empty places I had not known dwelled in me. And for a moment, I felt a shade of his anguish. It coursed down my side, the very skin that was exposed by rent fabric, before it settled in my bones like marrow.

A tether formed between us. Invisible but undeniable. A cord wound from my rib to his.

“And what,” he asked thickly, as if he also felt the pull to me, “do my words taste like?”

“Like moldering parchment.”

Vincent blinked, frowning. “Like what?”

“I tease you, lord. Your words are sweet, golden. Milky.”

“That does not seem to be any more reassuring than moldering. And I do not understand why you must eat the prayers. Of all things.”

“Because they are now a part of me as they were once a part of you,” I replied, and I could have laid my hand upon the curve of them. How they hid in my ribs. “There are some gods who may devour them, if only to chase after a mortal feeling, however ephemeral it may be, or to crush mortal hearts in spite. But I am taking yours upon my tongue to show you that I am dedicated to you in this trial. I will hold myself to you, at your side; I will not abandon you or steal off into the night or betray you. I will grant you an answer, although I hope we are victorious. And if I must leave, you may rest knowing that I will return to you, as soon as I am able.”

Vincent glanced away, his fingers tracing his jaw and the dark stubble that had grown overnight. My declaration had not stirred the reaction I had thought it would, but then it occurred to me …

“Unless you would rather release me,” I said. “I know you are not devout, and you wrote those words years ago. I know you have changed, as have I. Tell me now, if you want the prayer revoked. I will do whatever you want, whatever you believe is best.”

He stared at me a long, hard moment. His eyes did not seem so dark this morning, favoring a shade of gray like dove feathers. He cupped his hand and whispered, “How would you give my words back, should I want them here again, in my palm?”

I swallowed and reached for the dirk, sheathed on his belt.

Slowly, I leaned back upon the table, setting the blade to my exposed ribs. “I will have to cut them out,” I said, and was preparing to break my skin to the bone when Vincent followed me like a shadow, like his body was indeed bound to mine. He stepped between my legs. His hand wrapped around my own, staying the motion.

“Then let them be,” he said.

“I have felt worse pain, if that is—”

“No. You will not bleed for me again.”

I quieted, but I held his gaze as he continued to stand over me. His hair dripped water onto my arms.

“Did you follow me last night?” I asked. “Into the river?”

He said nothing, but his jaw clenched as he released me, taking his dirk and slipping it into the leather sheath.

“The evacuations are beginning,” he said, avoiding my query. “More people than I anticipated are eager to go.”

“To Drake Hall?”

“Yes. It will take a slow-moving party two days to reach Hugh’s holding, but I can return in one, making it back to Wyndrift before my uncle’s time is up. I hope to return with Hugh’s warriors.”

“Then I will meet you here with allies of my own,” I said, imagining an introduction between Vincent and Bade. It would be like night meeting day, and it made me shiver; I would worry about that later. “Is there anything else you need from me?”

“No,” Vincent said, striding from the hall. But he glanced over his shoulder to add, “I will see you soon. Wife.”

I watched him leave, that word—wife—fading in the air between us like the note of a lyre.

He had given me the power to lift gates, but I thought it best if I went by door. And I decided it was time that I found the one that hid in this tower. The door that opened to the dark, bejeweled place I had been born.

The under realm.








XXXV
Threads of Crimson Hair




MATILDA

I found the door, tracing it by the cold scent of the under realm. It was not tucked away in a cellar, as I had expected, but located in a small private bedchamber high up Maiden Tower.

No one was here. It looked to be a spare room, perhaps belonging to a sentry who had died, given the dust and cobwebs. There were twin windows carved into the walls and rosy light spilled in with the view, which overlooked Fury Tower and the baron’s camp on the eastern riverbank.

A narrow bed was pushed against one wall, blankets and a wolf pelt draped at the foot of the palliasse. There was a table with beeswax tapers, a small book of ballads, and an empty ewer for washing. A sad wardrobe claimed the other wall, hanging open with a broken hinge.

The door to below had not been used in some time. I could tell, because it was slow to wake as I walked around the room, my fingers dragging over the ragstone and mortar, seeking a lintel, following that damp, sweet taste of the under realm’s air. But once the door sensed my magic, it flared to life. A small, arched doorway, with a handle that was cleverly hidden beneath a loose stone.

I lit one of the tapers, carrying its flame with me, and passed over the threshold.

The door closed with a scrape, enclosing me in shadows, and I found myself standing at the top of a narrow stairwell that wound into deep darkness. The steps were steep and rough-hewn, the walls studded with small opals that gleamed like teeth as my firelight touched them. Gossamer hung in thick swaths, their spiders glaring at me as I attempted to pass without breaking their webs. I took my time descending, my legs burning by the time I reached the bottom.

It was no wonder this enchanted doorway and its stairs had been abandoned. They spilled into a perfectly round den. It was impossible to see the floor; it was ankle-deep in bones and rotting flesh, save for the space in the very center, where a hound was curled up, sleeping.

I paused, staring at the beast.

This hound was on the smaller side, betraying his age as a pup. But he was still large enough to give me a good fight should I wake him, and I studied his translucent skin, pulled tight over his own bones, and his luminous heart, beating fast within his broad chest. His long limbs and massive claws. He twitched, dreaming, and his bloodstained mouth curled, exposing a glittering row of canines.

I reached for my cloak draws, which were not there, and found the chain with the blythe flower instead. I wondered if I should try to poison the beast, knowing it would not kill him but perhaps slow him down should he wake and chase me. But I let the vial go, feeling it settle against my chest. Something told me I might need the poison for another day, and I began to quietly pick my way through the bones, skirting the hound.

Wax dripped from the taper, burning my fingers as it hardened over my knuckles. But I remained silent and tense, and that is when I inadvertently stepped on a clavicle. It rose upward, provoking a loud cascade of bones.

I froze, my eyes on the hound.

All I could think of were Bade’s scars, the ones created on the day he had stood between me and the hounds. The pain he must have felt, taking those wounds for me.

The sleeping pup drew a deep breath, inflating his sides like a wine flask, but he did not wake. He continued to sleep, to my shock, and I resumed my stealthy walk, making it to the den’s entrance.

I blew out my candle when I stepped into the corridor, gaining my bearings. I was not far from my own burrow, but as I headed to Bade’s forge, I noticed the fog was gone. The air hung thick with dust motes and silence. The only sound came from the fire burning in sconces along the wall, and even it danced low, as if ensorcelled.

The last time I had seen the fog vanish had been when Dacre had been pursuing me with his hounds.

I stopped walking, holding my breath, straining my ears. But there were no howls in the distance. There was not even a rumble beneath my feet, inspired by the eithrals. This realm felt like a tomb, and my heart lodged in my throat as I began to run.

I passed no one—I felt like the only god living—and by the time I reached Bade’s forge, my breaths were quick as the rapids, my sweat was like dew. What struck me first was that the fire had extinguished. I was so accustomed to seeing Hem in the forge, illuminated by the never-dying light, pumping the bellows, striking his hammer upon the anvil, the scent of hot metal drying the back of my throat. The scene before me was quiet; Hem was not here. Only embers crackled in the fire pit, and I rushed to Bade’s door, relieved to find it was ajar, admitting me with no trouble.

“Bade!” I shouted, flying down the corridor. My voiced refracted around me, or perhaps it was simply the way my pulse sounded in my ears. “Adria?”

I entered their common chamber, my eyes flitting from one wall to the next. It had been a long while since I had been here, and it had changed. It was tidy, organized, clean. Books were arranged by the colors of their spines on ledges, tapestries of the mortal world hung brilliant on rods. Armor and swords likewise adorned the walls, held by iron hooks. Vines bearing small blue flowers grew across the ceiling, snaking their way in through a crack. There were mauve rugs along the floor, and two chairs angled before the hearth.

This is where I found Bade, lying prone.

I crossed the room and knelt at his side.

“Bade?” My voice flared hoarse as I gripped his shoulder. It took all my strength to turn him. He was dead weight and heavy as a millstone; a chalice clattered from his limp fingers. He must have been holding it when he had fallen—the wine was a scarlet pool, staining the floor beside us—and I was fully prepared to see his fault line breached, his heart cut open.

But there was no wound upon him. He was not dead but sleeping. His face was smooth, as if he dreamt of good things. His breaths followed a rhythm that was measured and deep.

I remained on my knees at his side, gazing down at him, incredulous.

“Wake up,” I ordered, shaking him again. “Bade? Open your eyes!”

I smacked his face until my hand stung, until my fingers left a blush behind on his cheeks. I shook his shoulders, harder, as if we were on storm-tossed waves. I brought my lips to his ear, to speak insults directly to him—wake up, you old, grouchy, ugly, did you hear me say old, god—but nothing could rouse him.

Fear sawed through me like a rusted blade.

My ally was slumbering, captive to enchanted sleep. And I did not know how to wake him.

I rose, my feet tingling with needles, and walked into their adjoining room. Their bedchamber, which had become a cozy resting place. Here I found Adria, also beholden to sleep, sitting at a desk. She had been writing when the slumber had caught her; loose parchment was spread around her, and a quill was in her ink-stained hand. Her cheek was pressed to the page of an open book. Candles burned faithfully around her, gilding her face as I approached.

“Adria?” I said.

I dared to touch her shoulder, to give her a gentle shake. But she was just as Bade had been—lost to dreams. My first piercing thought was Alva, and I gritted my teeth, preparing to fly to her burrow to interrogate her, when two things caught my eye.

The first was elegant writing on a scrap of parchment, wrinkled as if it had been read many times, or tucked away in a pocket. I leaned closer to read.


I pray that my days will be long at your side. Let me fill and satisfy every longing in your soul. May your hand be in mine, by sun and by night. Let our breaths twine and our blood become one, until our bones return to dust. Even then, may I find your soul still sworn to mine.



I swallowed when I realized Adria had written this passage, perhaps when she was still mortal. When she had been the Poet Queen, falling for the god of war. I wondered if these were the vows she had exchanged with Bade.

I was about to turn away when the second thing caught my eye.

It was my name, also written by Adria’s hand.


Matilda of Underling

Matilda of Skyward



Beneath it, she had drawn my six-point constellation. The stars of a herald, the flight of a kestrel. I would not have thought this odd, but she had inked another six-point constellation directly beneath it. Upon first glance, it looked like a random collection of stars, but as I leaned in closer, I saw that they were a perfect reflection of my stars, as if two parts had come together to make a whole.

Twelve points, she had written beneath them, counting the stars above as well as the ones below. And then, soul-bearer.

I stepped away, my mouth dry.

What did this mean? I remembered the story my mother had once told me of Orphia. The goddess of death had seen something odd in her scrying mirror the day she had first read my horoscope. But I had not thought of that bedtime tale in years. I did not have time to question it now, and I left Bade and Adria’s burrow, my fear like heated oil, pouring over me.

I followed the roaring silence to the great hall, gooseflesh prickling my skin when I found the entire court gathered, slumbering at the trestle tables. Awed, I wove through them, gazing at my fellow Underlings dressed in their finest raiment, their hair adorned with ribbons and gemstones. I studied the feast set along the table spines, half eaten and now cold, and the candles that had burned down to stubs, drawing moths from the shadows.

They must have fallen asleep during the wedding feast last night.

Perhaps it had been something in the food, or a new poison in the wine. Perhaps it was the work of an Underling disgruntled with Enva’s arrival, or a human vassal keen for vengeance. But I soon saw the mortals had likewise collapsed in sleep. Even the shades slumbered, serving trays and wine spilled around them. That theory also failed to explain why Bade and Adria, far from the hall, had been stricken as well, and I cast it aside, remaining on guard.

I thought nothing else could shock me until I saw the heave of a wing and I froze. Two of the eithrals had been brought up from below, bloodied chains like yokes around their necks. They slept just like the gods, their scales catching the light as they breathed, their wings stretched out in rest. They were terrifying, beautiful. I had to tear my gaze from them only for my eyes to rivet on five hounds who were likewise here. Dacre only brought his creatures to the hall when he wanted to display his power and might over them, to remind us what fear tasted like. And just like the pup in the den I had stumbled upon, these five snored, curled up around the dais where our lord sat on his throne, slumbering like all the rest of his court.

I could not fathom what I was seeing. The vulnerability on raw display.

Slowly, as if I walked through flood waters, I made my way through the lower court, the middle court, the high court. My plans to find and berate Alva crumbled when I found she also slept, her long golden hair spread like a spiderweb across the table, into her plate of food. And there, at her side, was Phelyra.

I halted abruptly, staring at my mother’s killer.

The goddess of coin, revelry, winter, fire, and cunning also slumbered. The chain of pearls woven into her hair winked in the light. Her cheek was pressed into her arm, her translucent dress a shade of lavender that complemented her fair skin.

Fury welled in my throat, hard as a stone.

I could not breathe. Stars danced at the corners of my sight.

With one hand, I wove my fingers into her pearl-studded hair, yanking her head back, exposing the slender column of her neck. With my other, I recalled from my belt the very weapon she had once created. The eithral scale, bound to the arrow shaft. It fit in my hand perfectly. Trembling, I held the point of the scale to her throat, her fault line. Even if I assumed wrong and her weakness was her heart, I would have the chance to strike both.

How easily I could kill her, snuffing out her immortality like candleflame. How easily I could send her to the wasteland to grovel before the Gatekeeper, disgraced, stripped bare of power and magic. How easily I could enact my revenge.

And yet … I hesitated.

I stared down at her face—smooth and peaceful, completely unaware that I was one breath away from ending her. She would never know it; she would never feel the sting of my ire. She had fallen asleep, only to never wake.

I could kill any of them, I thought, my gaze roaming the hall. If I had wanted more power, I could have stolen it without struggle. I could have feasted upon it, until this hall ran knee-deep in golden ichor. I could have slit the very throat of Dacre, claiming his magic for my own. I could have pushed his corpse off the throne and sat there myself.

But these thoughts did not stir my blood. They did not excite my heart or quench the aching thirst I felt. Instead, they left me feeling hollow and parched, as if I were doomed to never feel satisfied or full again.

I loosened my hold on Phelyra’s hair.

Her head plopped back down to rest upon her arm.

I would not kill her, but nor would I leave her as I had found her.

Swallowing, I took hold of my own hair. I cut a portion of it off, the eithral scale so sharp that the trim was effortless. Only then did I return the weapon to my belt, where I would store it for another day.

I knotted the crimson threads around Phelyra’s wrist. They gleamed like a copper bracelet, like a ring of mortal blood around her skin. It was one thing to wake with a lock of your hair shorn. It was another entirely to stir and discover someone else’s bound to your wrist.

When she finally woke, she would see it and know. She would know that I had been here when she was at her most vulnerable, when her death could have been wrought by my hand, and yet I had spared her.

I had let her live.

And now she owed me a debt.



I did not waste any more time below. I left the grand hall, deciding I should travel Skyward, desperate to secure at least one ally before the conflict with Grimald unfolded on the bridge. And who knew when Bade would wake? When any of them would stir?

But just before I quit the hall, I noticed someone was missing from the slumbering horde of Underlings. Someone whose throne was empty on the dais, who had abandoned their own wedding feast.

Enva.








XXXVI
When Stars Go Dark




MATILDA

I rode the eastern trade wind to my father’s great hall in the sky. It was a sprawling villa made of pillars and white marble that reflected the stars, with stairs that ran and split like tree roots, leading to a maze of corridors and arched colonnades and gardens. Here, the clouds hung low, drenched in sunset hues, and braziers burned with dark red flames, eager for the smoke of prayers.

I did not go directly to the hall, where I could hear the revelry. I knew my father would be there, as would most of his court. Drinking, dancing, feasting, lounging. Dulling the pain of Enva’s departure.

Instead, I took one of the stairways to the uppermost floor, where my personal chambers were tucked away in a quieter wing. I could not appear before the court dressed in mortal underclothes, ripped and wrinkled and muddied, and I quickly dressed in a feather-light dress, soft and white as a cloud, with long skirts that deepened to a storm-blue gray. I cinched my belt over it, but my arms felt bare. I slid on two golden bangles, tucked my vial of poisonous blythe into a pocket, and combed my hair until it fell to my waist in presentable waves. Then I made my way to the hall, hoping my father did not notice my lack of cloak.

As I anticipated, the court was here, in the throes of a feast.

I wove around the low-slung tables and cushions, my eyes coasting over familiar faces. But I was looking for two in particular: Shale and Enva. The former was the only divine I could think of who might assist me in battle, and the latter? I worried she had cast a spell of sleep on the Underlings and returned Skyward. If she had, then the tentative peace we had just made between clans would fracture, and I would also need to know how to wake Bade.

“Daughter.”

I turned to see my father leaning against one of the pillars, standing half in the firelight, half in the dusk. A golden chalice was in his hand, full of sweet nectar. I had passed him, so intent on my search that I had not seen him.

“Father.” I bowed my head, but my heart gave a sudden pang; as much as I longed for it, I could not ask for his support. He was not an ally of mine, despite our shared blood. Nor did I want to confess to him that I was entangled in a mortal dilemma.

“Why are you here?” His gaze raked over me, as if he could see the bruises and smell the river water in my hair. “I expected you to be below with Enva.”

“I have been on assignment,” I replied, which was not untrue. And if Thile thought Enva was still in the under realm, she must be. I did not think he would hide her away here after agreeing for her to go, and I also did not take the time to search below to find her. She could have been anywhere in the under realm, exploring its many routes and crannies on her own.

“How was the wedding feast last night?” he asked next.

I winced, knowing I could not lie. “I missed the first one. Orphia sent me on an urgent mission.”

“Was it for your mortal husband?” Thile drawled, and I went still, like a deer pinned by a hunter’s arrow. When my silence dragged on, my father smiled, but it was cold and sharp. “Warin has told me of it. That you have bound yourself to a man. I thought I told you to go slowly, to let your prowess build before you threw yourself away on the first worshipper you came across.”

He is far from worshipping me, I wanted to say but did not, knowing it would only heighten my father’s displeasure. And I almost confessed that it was all a ruse; of course I had not bound myself by vows. But a warning caught the words like a net before they could spring from my tongue.

I could not afford to let Warin catch wind of this truth, to then in turn divulge it to Grimald.

And speaking of the wind …

“Have you seen Shale?” I asked.

Thile’s brow arched. “What do you need with Shale?”

“I have a message for him.” This time, the lie was smooth as polished wood.

“He is not here this evening; he is running his course through the mortal realm. But if you had a true message for him … you would have known that, wouldn’t you?”

My father knew how my magic worked. Once I touched and claimed an assignment, it claimed me in turn, guiding me to my target.

“The message is from me,” I said.

Thile only lifted his chalice, taking a long sip. But he watched me over the golden rim; he knew I was plotting something. And to prove it, he said, “Why don’t you sit and feast? Enjoy your time with us, before you return to your husband.”

I had only just left this place, and yet how distant yesterday seemed. Since he had mentioned Warin, I glanced around the hall, seeking him. He was not there, eating, dancing, or drinking as he was so accustomed to doing. He rarely missed court gatherings. And I could not explain why that troubled me. I wanted to be as far from him as I could manage, and yet I needed to know where he was.

My eyes eventually settled on Luz, the goddess of rain and harvest. She was sitting at a table, listening to the flutes and the lyres whose music sounded tinny and flat without Enva’s to accompany it. Luz was Warin’s lover. He had taken her for one not long after he and I had ended, and while Luz and I had never been allies, it still made the air feel strange between us.

She felt my stare and glanced at me, heavy-lidded and dark-eyed.

I thought Warin would not be far from where she was, but she was sitting with the god of the sea, and the goddess of mischief, and a few human vassals.

“I must go,” I said to my father, breaking Luz’s gaze. “But thank you.”

There was no one else I trusted here, no one else I felt confident enough to call upon if things fell apart.

I left the villa, and was descending the stairs to reach the threshold where the trade winds blew when Shale himself arrived, to my keen relief. Tall and muscular, with a waterfall of silver hair, his face downcast as if in perpetual sorrow. His steps were lumbering, his beard was long and wispy and clinked with beads, like wind chimes. By appearance alone, one would deem him slow and old and easily distracted. The worst sort of ally to call upon. But I was not fooled. He was as fast in the mortal realm as he was powerful. He was quick-witted and sharp, as if he lived two different lives: a somber, weary god in Skyward, and a passionate, clever god in the mortal realm.

It took him a moment to sense my gaze, and when our eyes met, he paused.

“God-child,” he said with affection, as if he was pleased to see me. In his mind, I would always be the little goddess that had run across the moors. No matter my age or my power, I would eternally remain a child to him. “What brings you here? Have you grown tired of your mortal husband?”

I had forgotten how rumors grew wings and flew through the courts like Fate’s owls. It was jarring as a herald to be the one centered in the news, and I sighed. I knew it was Warin’s doing, spreading this information to make me appear weak and compromised.

“No,” I said. “And I was looking for you.”

“Ah. You would like some advice, then.”

“Advice?”

“For having a mortal spouse. It is not the simplest of arrangements. They grow old and die. We cannot bear children with them as their blood cannot twine with ours. They can be just as fickle as us, and just as devoted. They can break their word and vows, far easier than we can.”

“Yes,” I said. “I already know all of these things.”

“Then I presume you are wise enough not to trust him.”

I paused, unable to hide my frown.

“Do you remember Julian?” Shale said suddenly.

“No. I am not familiar with that name.”

“That is because he was the god of prophecy, long before you were born, and his name has since been blotted out from our records, and the myths about him altered. His magic and stars were culled from the sky.”

I knew where this story was heading. Constellations only vanished from the night in one way, and I swallowed, waiting for Shale to continue.

“The mortal myths will tell it differently, but I know the truth. Julian fell in love with a human woman, whom he believed loved him in return. She was a princess—powerful and beautiful and skilled. She was also very shrewd. Little did Julian know that her kingdom was doomed to collapse unless she could prove herself strong enough to slay a god. She planned to do just that, and she wooed him. In the beginning, he would visit her at night, but he would never stay when she slept. He would leave when she dreamt, until one night she begged him to sleep beside her. He was weary, and so he did. Once he slumbered, she drove an enchanted blade through his chest, and that was the end of him. He bled gold upon her bed, and he departed the living realm with a whimper.”

I held Shale’s gaze for a moment, wondering how prophecy had once looked in the sky. Magic that had been lost. Stars that had been snuffed out by a mortal princess.

“I tell you this only to admonish you to be careful,” he said at last, touching my shoulder. “I would hate to see the same fate befall you, god-child.”

“It will not be my fate.”

He nodded and began to ascend the stairs, and I turned, my voice rising to catch him before he slipped into the revelry.

“Shale? There is a chance I might need your aid in the upcoming days. If I call to you, will you answer me? Will you help me?”

He stopped and glanced behind at me, brow arched. “Does this have to do with your mortal husband?”

I was silent.

He sighed. “Call, and I will consider it.”

With that, he continued on his way. I stood there a moment longer, my hands feeling cold. But granting admonishments and refusing to promise help when needed? Telling a myth in which a god is completely forgotten, all because he loved a mortal woman? These things should not have surprised me.

Such is the way of the gods.








XXXVII
The Daughter of Dusk




VINCENT

The first day of the evacuation had gone according to plan, although I was waiting for something to go awry.

The morning we departed for Drake Hall began crisp and cool but descended into a warm afternoon that saw us shedding our cloaks. Autumn had coaxed her magic from even the most stubborn trees, turning them gold and crimson. Leaves spun in the breeze, and goldenrod grew in thick clumps along the wayside. We left the river behind, setting our eyes on the northern mountains before us, looming indigo against the sky.

I savored it as a man who had gone days without eating. I drew the air deep into my lungs, holding the earth, the forests, the moss, the soil within me like it was sustenance. So rarely did I leave the fortress on the river, I could not resist the temptation to dismount from my horse and walk, if only to feel the loam beneath me, steady and firm. I could not resist bending down and taking the earth in my hand, watching it spill through my fingers.

I held more acres on the western side of the river than the east, and while most of it was floodplains and crop fields that my farmers tended, there were some quieter patches that never failed to draw my eyes. Cottages that were tucked away between trees, and knolls that rose, undulating, into the mountains.

My land eventually gave way to Hugh’s—the border between our provinces was marked by a creek that obstinately flowed north—but even without the water to etch that divide, I would know when we passed into Delavoy land. Hugh’s demesne was marked by rocky terrain in the foothills. Ragstone, limestone, and basalt. All of which his people harvested and sent to the south and the west of Cambria and as far east as the king in the city of Oath, and to all the lords across the land who were keen to build castles and walls. That was why Hugh needed my bridge; it was the fastest way for him to transport materials over the river.

The procession was moving at a steady pace; most walked on foot, but we had packed five wagons of provisions, and this is where the elderly and the youngest and those from the infirmary rode, amongst the sacks of grains and wheels of cheese and baskets of apples and other greens harvested from the garden.

We would reach Drake Hall by sunset tomorrow, and I was riddled with misgivings.

It had been years since I had last seen Hugh, and he had not answered my missive. He had always been friendly to me, was someone I had admired as a boy, but there was a chance that I would show up at his fortress with a trail of people seeking shelter only for him to send us away.

Soon, the sun set, and the shadows grew long and monstrous. We were close to Hugh’s lands, and we chose a campsite for the night—a meadow shaped as a half-moon, bordered by thicket. There was a dilapidated cottage amongst the trees, tucked away like a secret. The last tenants had left years ago, and no one had claimed it since. It was here the elderly and those who had traveled from the infirmary slept, protected by stone walls, while the rest of us made camp in the grass. The wind had died down to a whisper, but the first inkling of stars invoked a chill that drove the knights to build small campfires.

I untacked my horse beneath a twisted hawthorn branch, watching as people gathered around the flames to eat their bread and to arrange their bedrolls. A few children chased each other through the circles of light, their laughter a sweet sound as the moon rose.

It will be a long, cold night, I thought, setting my saddle pack aside. That was when the commotion broke out.

I strode for the clearing, my hand straying to the hilt of my sword. If it was an eithral, we only needed to freeze until the last of the sunlight melted, and if it was—

I stopped up short.

There, walking through the center of our camp, was Matilda.

She wore a gown the color of the clouds, its fabric soft and pleated, flowing like water as she moved. Her hair fell around her in gentle waves, a dark red in the dwindling light. The children of Wyndrift, who were now sunburned, dust streaked, and weary from travel, danced around her with renewed joy. Some of them even clung to her hands, desperate for her attention.

“Lady Matilda,” they chanted. “Lady Matilda!”

She paused in the thick of the camp, smiling at the children.

Her presence here was a surprise; she had told me we would reunite at the fortress, and I had been relieved at the thought—to know she would be there before I returned, to help Nathaniel should he need it.

Matilda finally sensed my stare. She glanced up and saw me, our gazes locking over the sway of meadow grass. She had an uncanny way of making one feel like he was the only one in the world, as if she saw the deeper layers of a soul that no one else could see.

I shivered—it was simply me and her and the encroaching night—until I looked away, remembering we had an audience. I stifled a groan. The people of Wyndrift were watching, hands clasped and eyes bright with hope. Even the children sensed the invisible current, relinquishing Matilda, stepping back when their parents called to them.

I hesitated, feeling like a bone had come out of socket.

This was a moment to reassure and bolster my people. They were hungry, tired, and laden with worry. I had asked them to leave their home, granting them one uncertainty after another. The threat of a siege simmered in our blood; the assurance of battle bruised us. But there was a goddess in our midst. A goddess who had chosen to fight for us, a goddess who my people believed was entwined with me, bound to me.

I had little faith, but in that moment, looking at her … I believed we would be victorious.

My blood warmed; I closed the distance between us, walking the path that the children had beaten down in the grass. The stars were beginning to burn; darkness bloomed across the sky. But I saw Matilda clearly, vividly.

The twilight suited her as she stood alone, waiting for me. But she was the daughter of dusk, wasn’t she?

And I let my hesitation fall away when I reached her.

I did not give myself time to second-guess or doubt. I let my body lead, not my mind. My hands framed her face and I kissed her on the mouth.

If Matilda was surprised, she hid it well.

She responded as if this had always been our plan, as if we had schemed this very moment days ago. Her hands trailed up my spine, taking hold of my tunic. Her lips parted beneath mine, languid yet attentive.

I reveled in the taste of her.

I pulled her closer, until I felt her body press against mine. There was only the wind, blowing through our hair, and the grass, whisking at our knees. There were only the stars, flickering above us, and our mouths, each exploring the other with a swelling hunger.

This is pretense.

The words were dull, clipping the back of my mind like a sword sparking over stone. And yet my blood was coursing through me, awakening an ache in my chest.

She broke our kiss first, but it was only to breathe as if I had stolen all her air. Matilda’s eyes were dark and lucid when she looked at me. Her cheeks were rosy, her lips reddened from mine. The small moonstones that pierced her ears gleamed in the fading light. And yet there was a slight arch of her brow, like she was asking me a silent question. One I did not know how to answer.

A few children cheered, followed by groans from a group of boys.

The sound was jarring, bringing me back into the present. Our kiss was more than enough when it came to performance, but still I took Matilda’s hand in my own, weaving our fingers together. I led her back to the trees.

One of the knights had finished tending to my horse, hobbling the gelding in the meadow so he could graze with the herd. My saddle packs rested on the ground beside my water flask and bedroll, and it was dark save for the lantern that hung from the bough above, spilling light over our faces.

“I thought we were to meet again at the fortress,” I said, sensing something was wrong. “Did you speak with Bade?”

Matilda glanced away from me. The confidence I had felt only moments ago began to wane.

“I was not able to,” she answered. “So I went above and spoke with Shale.”

“The god of wind?”

“Yes. He gave me no affirmation, but I believe he will come should I call upon him. His presence is powerful; it will be good to have his aid.”

I wanted to believe her, but her voice had hitched. She was troubled, and that made my knees feel weak.

“Is there anything to drink here?” Matilda asked.

“Yes. My water flask, there on the ground. And there is some food in the packs, if you are hungry.”

She knelt by the saddlebags, reaching for the flask first. I was quiet, drowning in my own questions and fears until my attention sharpened on her. I watched as she tilted her head back and drank. In her haste, the water spilled over the sides of her mouth, trailing down her neck like beads of rain.

She swallowed, content, and then reached into the leather pack, going unnaturally still.

“Matilda?” I said, frowning.

“My cloak.” Her voice was vibrant with surprise. She drew it from my pack, where I had folded it, carrying it with me. The fabric spilled over her knees, a scarlet so rich it seemed to breathe, and her gaze rose to mine. “I thought it was lost. Where did you find it?”

“The river.”

She held my gaze, expectant, almost mirthful.

“And yes,” I said. “I came after you.”

I followed you, but I could not reach you.

My thoughts spun darkly.

Matilda gazed down at the cloak, stroking it with her fingers. “Thank you.”

“I have a request,” I said, before I lost my courage.

“What is it?”

“I am taking the second watch tonight. For now, I am to rest, and I would ask you to lie down beside me. I know you don’t sleep. We don’t even need to touch, but I think it would be important for the people to see you close to me. The sight of you earlier lifted their spirits in a way I have not seen in a long while.”

Matilda’s eyes widened in surprise, but she nodded. “Yes. I can do that. Is there another blanket for me?”

“Let me find one.”

I strode from the thicket, Matilda following, her cloak knotted at her collar. I found a spare bedroll in a nearby wagon bed and handed it to her, and together we chose a place on the edge of camp to spread our blankets, side by side. We were close enough to be seen and appreciated by the others, who were beginning to settle for the night. A few mothers were spinning stories for their children, and somewhere at the heart of the group came the notes of a reed flute, spilling a dreamlike lullaby through the darkness. The first watch of knights guarded our perimeter, silent in the starlight.

I lay down first, on my side. The ground was uneven beneath me. But the rock at my ribs was soon forgotten as Matilda lay down beside me.

She was on her back, her arms tucked behind her head, and she was gazing up at the sky, her expression wistful.

“Do you ever study the stars?” she asked.

“I had no choice but to when I was younger,” I replied, thinking of all the lessons I had sat through, all the constellation charts I had memorized. “It is required learning for us.”

“Is it? I did not know that.”

“Yes. Your constellation appeared in the sky not long after I was born. I remember my mother thought it was a good omen. Although the newest stars to find their place in the sky were not yours, but Adria’s.”

“When did you realize they belonged to her?” Matilda asked.

“Nearly a year after she died.” I did not like to think back on that time. Our world had plunged into chaos without Adria to guide us. It had taken a while for skirmishes to settle down, for the king to regain control. For the land to no longer look charred and broken. “I suppose, in a way, Adria won after all, although not how we expected her to. When she announced herself to us as a goddess, that is when peace finally returned to the realm. She came and supped in our halls, and touched our wounds, and listened to our woes. She was gentle and kind, even as a divine. Which made me begin to think that maybe not all immortals are cruel and heartless.”

Matilda was quiet, her eyes still trained upon the sky while mine returned to the earth, to rest on her.

“Then there is hope after all,” she said.

“For what?”

“That one day, you will not think so low of all divinity.”

She was alluding to the other night. Our conversation in my bedchamber, which still brought color to my face when I remembered the flash of hurt in her eyes. How I had not spoken up when she asked if I thought low of her, as I did of all the other gods, save for Adria.

But before I could atone for it, Matilda asked, “Have you ever desired to extinguish a constellation?”

“You mean kill a divine? No. Never.”

It did not happen often, for it was an extraordinary feat to slay an immortal. But it had occurred, often when those who had access to enchanted weapons used their wits to fool gods. Many ballads about such glory were sung in irreverent halls.

My father, while not the most devout of men, had not liked those bloody tales to be told at Wyndrift. I think this was due to the fact that he had four sons, and the last thing he desired was to stir up a foolish bloodlust in us. To witness our untimely deaths, or for us to think we were strong enough, clever enough to slay a god when we most certainly were not.

Instead, we watched the stars for signs and omens, to keep track of the gods. And while constellations revealed some news, they could not tell us when a divine killed their own, which happened far more frequently. Then, the dead god’s magic remained, glittering in the sky, despite the change of hands. We had to wait for that news to trickle from one realm to the next, or for Fate’s owls to visit us in mythical dreams.

“Do you want to know what I desire?” I said, eager to chase away the heavy air that had settled upon us. “You asked me just the night before, and I refused to answer.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“I have never told anyone this, but I have always wanted to care for the land. To have a small farm somewhere, tucked away from the world. To live in solitude, to live simply, where there is no war and no bloodshed and no violence. To live in a dream, I suppose.”

Matilda turned on her side to face me, the sky forgotten. “A farm such as this one?”

“Perhaps. The cottage is in dire need of repair. It has been abandoned for a while.”

“It only needs new thatching on the roof. The walls are still sound.”

“And I do not think these fields have been tended to in a long while.” I reached out to snag a few seed heads from the grass, letting them slip through my fingers.

“It is good to let fields rest,” Matilda said. “You could plant barley here.”

“And oats,” I added.

“And have a flock of sheep.”

“I know nothing of husbandry.”

“Then you will have to learn.” She held my stare, a smile curving the edges of her mouth. I liked how we were both dreaming side by side, this time with our eyes open. She made the impossible seem like it was within reach. But then she asked, “You would live alone? You would not grow lonely?”

I would indeed grow lonely, but I said, “If I found someone else who had the same desire, I would ask her to stay with me. And we could grow old together. They could bury me at her side when I die, and I would be content in the afterlife.”

“Then I hope that happens for you,” Matilda whispered. “I hope that you find her.”

I swallowed, uncertain what to say, and why her words made my chest feel small, like a cage that was collapsing. She shivered beneath her cloak, and I frowned.

“You are cold?”

“Yes,” she confessed. “I do not know why the cold here affects me. I do not feel it in the sky, or far below.”

My arm reached out, sliding beneath her ribs. I drew her closer to me until my warmth could seep into her, our bodies aligned, our legs tangled together. It reminded me of a day long ago, when I had held her fiercely to me, afraid to let her go beneath the churning of wings.

I felt that heady tug between us, that cord I could not see but feel.

“May I ask you something?” I said.

“Hmm.”

“If you rarely sleep, how did you find me in my dreams? I always thought you were sleeping when I was, that our minds were drifting together.”

Matilda stiffened in my arms. I regretted the question when she pulled back slightly, but it was only so she could look at me.

“I read your dreams after they happened,” she answered. “Only once was I ever truly there with you in the moment.”

She told me of Alva’s scrolls, of her surprise to discover herself in my dreams. How she had found a way to step into one of my nightmares eventually, although she would not explain how.

“Which dream?” I asked.

“When we climbed the cliff to the eithral. When we returned to your room and burned Skyward coins.”

My throat narrowed. She spoke of the dream when my uncle had dragged her away and I had stood, frozen and useless, unable to help her. When I had woken only after I had hurled myself from the window. The dream when I had first learned her name.

“Forgive me,” I said.

“For what?” She eased close to me again, until I could feel her breaths against my own. She laid her hand upon my chest, tracing the embroidery of my tunic with a light finger. I felt that touch echo across my bones.

“That I could not help you.”

“But you did. You woke and released me. And I learned an important lesson about mortals that day.”

“And what did you learn?”

She rested her head on my shoulder, her long hair spread around us. “That I cannot fully trust them. I cannot let them catch me, hold me.”

“What am I doing, then?” I asked, my voice ragged. “Why are you letting me hold you?” I spoke of my arm, which was still wound about her, protectively. My hand, which was splayed over her hip, as if the curve of her bone fit perfectly in my palm. I spoke of our arrangement, our ruse of a marriage. Of how we were making everyone believe she was mine, as I was hers, all to save my home. “Why are you risking so much for me? Am I not a stranger to you now? What could you ever gain from aiding me and my people?”

I waited for my questions to drive her away from my arms. I waited, coiled tight and tense, to feel her untwine herself from me. I hated myself for encouraging it when I wanted her to remain close. But it was like treading deep rapids that were hungry to close over my head.

And I had always been afraid to drown.

“You are no stranger to me,” she said, her caresses easing as she laid her hand over my chest. “And I know that you would let me go, should I want it.”

We fell silent, but my heart was like a wild creature. I knew she could feel it, pounding beneath her palm. I willed it to calm, for my blood to thicken and slow, so that I would not feel so alive beside her, incandescent with longing.

I stared up at the sky, naming the constellations, until I found hers—a bright six points. Herald of the gods. A kestrel in flight.

I willed those stars to burn always, because I could not bear to imagine them ever going dark.








XXXVIII
Hunt Down the Skies




MATILDA

I did not sleep, lying close to Vincent. Gradually, his hold on me loosened, until I knew he drifted, lost to slumber. The moon continued to make her arc across the sky, and eventually I rose, carefully slipping from the weight of his arm. He looked so young, so vulnerable in the moonlight, his black hair tangled across his brow. Something pulled through me like cobwebs, catching on my lungs, making it hard to breathe.

I turned away and joined the knights on watch at the perimeter.



The camp roused just before dawn, shaking dust from their bedrolls and packing the wagons as the first rays of sun melted the stars. We would reach Drake Hall that evening, and I looked to the north, watching the shadows slither down the mountain slopes. The rising light chased the darkness to the valleys, gilding the long stretch of road before us like a copper thread coming loose from a tapestry. We would reach Hugh’s lands soon, and I wondered about this ally of Wyndrift. I could only hope Vincent would be more successful than I had been at gathering forces.

Bade inevitably flashed across my mind.

When would he wake?

“I’ll find you a horse,” Vincent said, touching the curve of my back as he walked past me.

This time, I did not flinch. His hands, his touch, were becoming more familiar to me. “There is no need,” I replied. “I would like to walk.”

He paused, scattering a family of damselflies from the meadow grass. His brows arched, betraying his surprise.

“You’re certain?”

I nodded. “It will give me the chance to speak with your people.”

He did not reply, but I noticed that his expression, which had been soft when I had lain beside him in the grass, was now guarded, inscrutable. But his eyes never lied to me. They went distant, gleaming with thoughts and anticipations. He was looking inward, ahead, and I could almost hear his mind’s logic; how difficult it would be for his people should they come to love me, should they fall prey to the belief that I would always be the Lady of Wyndrift, tethered to him not just by vows but by love. What would he tell them once this battle was over and I had answered his prayer? When I was gone, swept away by the wind? Would they feel betrayed by our antics, our deceit?

The cost of these things felt justified to me. This was the way to victory. I had no qualms about lying, or playing a part, in order to win or survive.

But I had also seen this before: how difficult, how tangled life became when emotions surged higher than expected. When mortal hearts were involved. And when the Wyndrift children saw me walk to them, their hope and joy blazed again, like wildfire in the meadow. How they ran to me, not afraid of my power and my divinity, but eager to be close to me as if I were one of them. To hold my hands and draw my attention as well as my smiles. For me to know their names, and who their parents were, and what their craft was, and how old they were, and what myth they had just heard in lectures.

They were a tide around me, and I was an island. But I glanced over my shoulder to see Vincent regarding me. He hastily turned away to mount his horse, but not before I saw the yearning, the sorrow, flicker across his face.

We began to walk along the road, and the children stayed close to me. The hours passed quickly despite the soreness of our feet and the dust that coated our skin; they were eager to ask me questions and solicit stories from my two realms. And I answered them, sharing small glimpses of my life below as well as above, although I cut away the sharper, more bitter portions of it. The hunts and killings and betrayals, the stolen magic, the mortals who swore to serve and never leave, making enchanted objects with their craft.

One of the children was fascinated with my belt. She tapped her fingernail against a moonstone. Of course, it was the eye of the Gatekeeper, which continued to sleep. It had been a while since the eye had opened wide.

“What do the moonstones mean?” a boy asked. “Why do you wear them?”

“They represent my magic,” I replied. “They also remind me of home. Of where I come from.”

“Is that below or above?” said one of the girls. She had been intently listening to all my stories. And her question struck me, harder than I wanted it to.

I hesitated.

The boy then stated, “Her home is with us! At Wyndrift.”

A chorus of agreement rose in the children.

I did not respond, my eyes wandering over the bob and sway of the caravan, where Vincent rode at the forefront. His shoulders were stiff, his black hair was long and loose, blowing in the sudden gust of wind.

A strange smell laced through the breeze.

My intuition sharpened as dust spun in circles, dragging stray leaves across the road. The shadows grew longer as the afternoon sun dimmed, and the air was soon tainted with a dank perfume, like rotting apples and wet stone and a hint of sulfur.

I knew this smell. I knew this coldness.

“Stop.”

My order rang just as a shadow rippled along the ground, coasting over us.

I lifted my eyes to see an eithral soaring overhead. Her two wings were massive, tattered on the edges as they churned up gusts. Her scaled body was like alabaster in the sun, reflecting the light until it hurt to look upon, and her two legs were hitched close to her belly, her talons long, curved, and bloodstained.

Screams bloomed from the caravan. People began to scatter, dashing to the wayside’s ditch. Horses were rearing, their wagons pitching dangerously to the side.

“Do not run!” I shouted. “Stay where you are!”

The children around me listened, crouching down and freezing. They had been trained for such a moment, and my heart went heavy at the realization. My eyes found Vincent again. He was still at the front of the caravan; his gelding’s flanks had darkened with nervous sweat and the horse was sidestepping, tossing his head. But Vincent met my gaze over the tumult, and we held this tense moment together. It was as brief as it was tortuously long.

Desperate, he had no choice but to dismount and cover the gelding’s eyes with the edge of his cloak, and the horse stopped moving, quivering.

“Stay down!” he called.

It feels foolish to go still on the open road, to pretend you are dead as a beast sweeps over you, tangling your hair, snagging your breath, churning dust in your eyes.

The people listened, even as they whimpered and flinched, but the horses could not be consoled.

Two of the knights’ steeds had thrown their riders and bolted for the distant cover of a coppice. Another horse had broken free from its yoke, overturning its wagon. I watched, horror-struck, as provisions scattered over the road. Bottles shattered, spilling wine like blood on the parched ground. Bread and cheese and fruit tumbled into the ditches. The loose horse spurred forward into a canter, dragging its harness, and people had no choice but to cry out and lurch sideways to avoid being trampled.

There was too much movement, chaos.

The eithral circled overhead again, drawn to the motion on the road. I watched, holding my breath, my hands icy as if winter had arrived, uninvited, into autumn’s thrall. The wyvern’s elegant wings cut a path through the sky, and I waited for her to swoop down and strike. When she dropped low, the hair rose on my arms; I was certain she was about to tear through the trembling crowd. I had grown up on such tales, and I was one breath from jumping into the creature’s path when the eithral drew herself back up.

I studied her closer, noticing how her legs remained tucked close. If she had intentions to kill, she would have done so by now, and while she continued to circle overhead, screeching in defiance of the sun, I sensed she was no threat to us, which meant she had already feasted. The blood on her belly and talons was fresh. She was also alone, and my thoughts began to reel.

Part of Enva’s agreement to marry Dacre was that he had to put a halt to such things. He had terrorized the mortal realm long enough with his eithrals and his hounds, and Enva had grown weary of singing laments for those souls before their time had come. I wondered if this creature had woken from the enchanted sleep below, making her way upward, or if she had been rogue before, and had never been called home.

Either way, I did not think Dacre—if he, too, had woken—knew one of his pets was loose, threatening to break the fragile bonds of peace between Underlings and Skywards.

My gaze was still fixated on the eithral’s flight as she headed for the mountains. I did not see the arrows until they showered the road, sinking into the dirt with thuds. Miraculously, no one was struck, and I spun to see the glimmer of movement in the coppice. Dark-clad archers were stealing into the open with their bows. It was apparent that they had been aiming for the eithral, not the caravan, but their shots had fallen short in the breeze, peppering the road and wayside instead.

Within a few breaths, the sun’s radiance returned, drenching the landscape. The shadows receded. The wind faltered to a whisper, and warmth seeped through the air, carrying a hint of trampled grass and spilled mulberry wine. I began to comfort the children, helping them stand, before I yanked the nearest arrow from the ground, studying its tip.

Sharpened obsidian.

This was no mere arrow. These archers knew how to wound an eithral—what material would puncture the scales when hit at the correct angle—and I glanced at the coppice once more. Vincent had pulled himself up in the saddle again and was riding to the strangers. I followed him on foot, my strides eating up the ground.

I missed the greeting, catching indecipherable murmurings as Vincent’s gelding came to a halt. But I did not miss how the archers gave way to the lord who emerged from the wispy trees, his horse draped in a velvet caparison of a forgotten era. He was a man worn down by many winters, his brown hair streaked with gray, his eyes a piercing shade of blue, his nose reminiscent of the bole of a tree. He wore armor that looked old, like silver that had tarnished around the edges. There were flecks of rust on his gauntlets, and small holes in his chainmail where the links had come loose.

“Lord of the river,” the stranger said to Vincent. He had a drawl of an accent, and his voice was a deep baritone, rumbling like far-off thunder. “This is the last place I would expect to find you.”

“Indeed,” Vincent countered. “I take it my missive never reached you?”

“Missive? No, but I have been roaming the land these last few days, hunting the eithral you just saw. It has been wreaking havoc on my villages.” The lord waved a hand to the sky, exasperated. This must be Hugh of Delavoy, Vincent’s most trusted ally. I could have almost forgiven him for his delay in answering the missive until his eyes settled on me, standing two paces behind Vincent’s horse.

Hugh frowned as he studied me, taking in my every detail. My dress, my belt, my cloak, the shade of my hair, the gemstones that pierced my ear. I was not well known yet; my prowess as a goddess had only just started to unfold, moving across the moors like fog, but I could tell he knew I was divine. He knew who I was, and for some reason it chilled me.

The silence had gone on for too long. Vincent turned to see what had arrested Hugh’s attention, only to find it was me.

“Herald,” Hugh said, his eyes still fastened to mine as if he feared I would evanesce should he look away. “May I ask why you are with Vincent of Beckett?”

“You may,” I replied, and lifted my chin, preparing to savor his surprise. “I am his wife.”








XXXIX
Deem Love a Fetter




VINCENT

“Tell me how you captured her.”

I sat on a fallen log in the coppice, sunlight spangling the ground between me and Hugh. We were alone, his archers standing in the clearing beside our horses. At first, his query seemed to roll off me like rain. I did not know who he spoke of until I watched his eyes drift to the direction of the caravan. His eyes, fixating on Matilda again as she helped my people gather up the spilled provisions from the road.

“How did I capture her?” I repeated, and I could not hide the sharpness of my tone. These words sounded much different in my voice than his, and whatever lingering hope I had clung to—whatever confidence I had harbored when it came to his aid—faded like smoke in the wind.

He was not the man I remembered. A lord who was wise and courageous and diligent. Who was honorable, willing to fight to the death for what we had believed was righteous.

“There are not many of us who can claim we have bedded a divine, far less bind them with a marital vow,” Hugh continued, still watching her. “Although you have known her for years, haven’t you? I recognize her as the goddess on the moors who ran from us, just after Adria’s death. She was much younger then.”

That day was destined to live in my memory as both golden and dull, precious and bittersweet. I almost regretted holding on to Matilda for as long as I had, for it had only brought us both grief. Her fear and my anguish. How wise of her to run, as much as it had torn my heart up by the roots. How wise of her to refuse my offer to come home with me. I had wanted her to sit in the hall at my side, to show her the places we had only explored in blurred dreams.

She would not have been safe.

My hand curled into a fist.

I would have to be mindful of what I said to Hugh. I could not let him know my respect for him had just fallen and there was no chance of it ever being restored.

“I did not need to capture her,” I said. “Unless you deem love a fetter.”

That, finally, brought Hugh’s attention back to me. “Most of us do not marry for love, lad. Nor for beauty. We marry to strengthen our hold, our borders, our people. And you know that you can never have children with her? Divine and mortal blood cannot create life.”

“I know,” I said. “I want no children.”

“No heirs? That is an odd thing to say as a lord.”

I had made this vow to myself long ago. I would bear no children, no heirs. For if I did, I would always be shackled to the fortress. And it was never supposed to be mine.

“Let us speak of the missive you failed to receive,” I said, eager to change the flow of this conversation. We were wasting our breath; we only had so much time remaining. “I am calling upon you for aid, to help me defend the bridge.”

He listened as I described the past few days. I told him of Grimald’s arrival with his five thousand men and the parley that had failed, ending with an arrow. The three days Matilda had given him to retreat.

“If this is so, then why are you on the road with children?” Hugh exclaimed. “With women and old men and the infirm?”

“I am bringing them to you,” I replied. “I am pleading sanctuary and protection on their behalf. I am asking you to shelter them in your hall. I am preparing for the worst—for the walls to crumble, for a siege to drag on for months. I am asking you to honor your oath to my father, to stand with me to defend the bridge.”

Hugh muttered something beneath his breath, leaning back on the log. He suddenly looked older to me in this light, with the shadows slashing across his face and a frown pulling his scars taut. But he was quiet, contemplative. And his eyes once more flickered to the road, watching Matilda.

“Is she not enough?” he asked. “Is she not the power you need?”

“She is more than enough,” I answered. “But that has nothing to do with the oath you swore to uphold.”

“You ask too much of me.”

I did not know how to respond. I held my tongue, pressing down on the torrent of angry words I wanted to spout at him.

Eventually, he mellowed, as I expected.

He sighed and looked at me. “Your people are welcome to take shelter in my hall, although I cannot guarantee a feast for them every night. Winter will be upon us soon, and the storerooms are not as full as they once were. The gods are testing us, I think. But I will honor my oath to your father, because I loved him like a brother. He saved my life more than once on Adria’s battlefields. And your uncle was always a snake in the grass, a wily one to watch. I am not surprised he has returned, and I am sorry you must face him again.”

Hugh rose, his armor creaking.

I stood with him, relief making my bones feel soft. I swallowed down the emotion, but it sat like a stone in my chest. Something heavy that I would carry for days. Sennights. Years.

But then I wondered … was he only agreeing to help me because I was married to a goddess? A goddess he could not take his eyes from?

“Thank you,” I said, holding out my hand.

Hugh took it, giving it a firm shake. “If you want this caravan to reach my hall by nightfall, we should go. Then we will ride back to the river, although we will be hard-pressed to reach your holding before Grimald’s assault begins. I still need to rally my warriors. It will take time.”

This was what I feared: that I would still be kilometers away, slowed down by foothills, when the assault on the bridge began, leaving Nathaniel alone to lead the defense of our home.

But my eyes found Matilda, watching as she spoke to one of the weavers, drawing a laugh from the older woman.

I left Hugh behind in the coppice, blocking his view of Matilda as I walked to her, keen to speak with her alone. I gently took her arm, pulling her toward the wayside, once more out of Hugh’s view, where only tangles of goldenrod, vetch, and a few droning honeybees could overhear our words.

“I need to make yet another request of you,” I said.

Matilda studied my face as if it were a map with all its lines and frowns and sharp-cut edges. “What is it?”

“I will continue on to Drake Hall with Hugh and the caravan. But I would like for you to return to Wyndrift, to remain at my brother’s side. I worry the assault will begin before I make it back with reinforcements. That is why I want you to go now, so you can help him.”

“I do not like the thought of us separating,” she said. “But I will do as you ask, on one condition.”

“Should I be scared?”

She smiled at my poor attempt of a jest. But I found that I was eager to do it again, if only to stir such light within her.

“You do not strike me as one who scares easily, lord.”

“Oh, there are many things that I fear.” I let myself trace the edge of her jaw. Her eyes closed, briefly, as if she liked it. This is not real, I reminded myself, my hand falling away as I said, “Name your condition.”

Matilda untethered the draws of her cloak. Her bare arms glistened in the sunlight, corded with muscle. Golden bangles clinked on her wrists. Slowly, she extended the cloak to me.

“You must take this with you,” she said. “It can protect you, should you need it. To charm it, simply breathe make me a shadow.”

“And what of you? You will be traveling alone. You will need it more than me.”

“No. I am sorry to say this but … I do not fully trust your ally. Keep one eye open around him. Wear my cloak, or else I will be forced to remain at your side.”

I could not argue with her. I could not stand against the iron in her voice, the darkness of her eyes. The way she smelled like mist and grass and cold water over rock.

My hand reached out and accepted the cloak.

Matilda took a step away from me. She was watching the breeze as it began to sough from the east, as if waiting for something to come. It blew through her hair, tangling it across her face.

“I will see you soon,” she said.

But I did not have a chance to respond to her.

One moment, she was within my reach. The next, she was smoke and memory.

I watched, unable to breathe, as Matilda was swept away by the wind.








XL
If You Call for Me, I Will Answer




MATILDA

When I returned to Wyndrift, the sky was dark as a plum. The first stars began to wink as the sun set westward, leaving a wake of fire on the river’s currents, as if the water was bleeding. I stood on Fury Bridge, the threshold for the castle where the trade winds blew, and I studied the eastern bank.

The baron had one full day remaining to abandon his camp, but he had not moved. The tents still sat in clusters, the trebuchets still waited, the pennants of Englewood still snapped in the breeze. It seemed strangely quiet, peaceful almost, when I looked over the water.

Matilda.

Warin’s voice reached through the distance, languid as oil dripping down wood.

I had forgotten about him and the answer he was waiting for. An answer that would drive him over to Grimald’s side. I almost ignored him, pretending that I could not hear. But he called me again—Matilda—and I knew he was close. He was riding the wind himself, approaching Fury Bridge, to stand in the very place where the parley had once been held. The very place where he had held on to me, his fingers like claws, dragging me under with him.

Only a weak man—a weak god—would do such a thing.

Vincent’s words echoed through me just as I heard Warin arrive at my back in a rush of wind.

I turned to greet him, my blood anxious, like gold hammered too thin over fire. If I angered him, would he strike out at me again? Would he pull me with him, even if I did not desire to go? Was my bind to Vincent, to Wyndrift, strong enough to hold me here?

“Sister?” Nathaniel cut through my dark reveries. His voice was strong and booming, flowing down from the tower window. It drew my attention as well as Warin’s, and I could see Nathaniel’s face, brightened by torchlight as he watched the bridge below. “If you call for me, I will answer.”

At first, I did not know what he meant. But then I understood, hearing the words he had not said: If I called for the gate to rise, he would obey without hesitation. If I called for him and his archers to shoot, they would rain arrows upon Warin.

Once, I had stood here alone. But that night had long passed; it would not be repeated. It filled me with an almost painful relief, as if I had swallowed too much food, too much wine.

“Ah,” Warin said, as he also understood the threat. The way Nathaniel had claimed me by blood. Sister. “You have been making fast work on these mortals. Do you like them eating from your hand?”

I set my eyes on Warin, but I felt Nathaniel’s attentive gaze; he was watching everything from above, missing nothing. Waiting for my command.

“You have come for your answer,” I said, ignoring his jab.

“Yes.” Warin fell quiet for a beat, staring at me. “Were you able to persuade him? For all your sakes, I hope you have. As much as we have our differences, Matilda … I do not want to harm you. I do not want to come against you in battle.”

There was a slender piece of me that wanted to believe him. But I remembered how he had hurled me down the long staircase of his villa when I told him our courtship was over. How he had snarled my name, yanked my hair. How my ichor had stained his robes.

He did not care for me; he only cared for what I could give him, provide him. Information and secrets of the under realm. Favor with my father. To claim that he had been my first, thinking he had left some mark upon me. That he could take credit for what I had learned.

“Our answer is no,” I said. “There will be no altar for you here. There will be no alliance between us, no toll from the bridge. You played no part in its creation nor its protection. There is nothing here for you to glean.”

Warin’s nostrils flared. For a moment, I thought he would strike me, if only to see me bend. But then his attention flickered upward again, to the tower windows, where Nathaniel was ready to fire, ready to wound him should I so much as lift my hand in the air.

Mortals may think they hold no power over us, but they do.

“Very well,” Warin said in a strained, tinny voice. He took a step back from me. “But you will regret this, Matilda.”

He left me with those words, and yet I felt too numb to be chilled by them. I watched him stride into the baron’s camp, his presence like a fish moving through shallow water. How the tents rippled as he passed, warriors spilling out to kneel before him. How the brazier fires brightened, like he was tossing fuel upon them, basking in their smoke. How a cheer rose up from the bank, a bloodlust roar that at last coaxed a shiver across my bones.

I did not want to see any more, hear any more. I turned to Fury Tower, where Vincent’s brother was still watching, waiting.

“Nathaniel?” I called up to him, my voice hoarse.

He lifted the gate for me.








XLI
Make Me a Shadow




VINCENT

We were making good time until the storm broke. There had not been a cloud in the sky when we reached Drake Hall at nightfall; the stars had smoldered and the moon had watched, her silver light spilling over us, so bright we cast shadows. As I had helped the caravan unload, Hugh had gone to summon his warriors, and by dawn we were on the road again, heading to Wyndrift. That was when the clouds gathered, low and gray. Thunder rumbled in the distance; the air smelled heavy with rain.

We pushed our horses faster, but when the clouds tore, we had no choice but to slow our pace. It was a rain unlike any I had witnessed in a long while, falling so thickly that I could not see the road ahead of me, only smudges. The dirt became mud; soon, it felt like we cantered through a creek, the water reaching as high as our horse’s fetlocks.

“Vincent!” Hugh called to me, forcing me to slow. “We cannot ride like this through the storm. We need to wait it out.”

I did not have time to wait. If I stopped, I would not reach home in time. And I could not let my brother face Grimald alone.

“No,” I shouted back to him, over the din of the storm. “If we stop, we will be late.”

Hugh only lifted his hands, helpless. “Have you angered her? Luz of Skyward? Why would she be impeding you with such vigor?”

The truth? I had not been thinking of the gods. Only one goddess had crossed my mind repeatedly, and that was Matilda. I had not watched the storm billow, worrying about Luz and her rain. I had not once wondered what I had done to spark such fury.

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. Why would Luz take note of me?

“We need to stop,” Hugh said again.

I was stricken, his knights and warriors spread behind us, scowling. Resolve melted quickly in the rain, especially when one was fighting for a cause out of duty, and yet I could not halt. Let him stop if he wanted, but I would keep going.

And so I did, and Hugh’s forces followed but at a cautious walk; they did not feel the same fire as I did, the same fear. It would have driven me through anything: utter darkness, ice, fire, flood. When the rain persisted, I belatedly remembered what I carried in my saddle packs.

I pulled out Matilda’s cloak.

Since my mother had absconded Skyward, keen to serve divinity as a vassal, I had avoided enchanted objects, especially anything that had been woven. They were rare to find in our realm, but nevertheless made me think of her and her long black hair, her deft hands, her smoky voice. They made me wonder what could have been if she had remained with us. Would she have still died when Grimald betrayed us in the hall, her throat cut alongside my father’s? Perhaps she would have, but she would have still been ours, and not beholden to the gods.

I knotted the cloak around my collarbones, hoping this was not one of my mother’s weavings.

“Make me a shadow,” I whispered, but my heart was cold, reluctant. This would never work—it would sense my skepticism and leave me to flounder in the rain—but the magic answered me. I watched as the vermillion vanished, replaced by lavender. I watched as my horse and I became invisible.

We rode on, my pulse like a hammer in my throat, at my temples.

It was as Hugh had suspected: Luz must have been displeased with me, or perhaps she was bored and had decided to torment me. Now that she could not see me, I reached the edge of the storm. I rode through the last curtain of rain into a bright, sun-soaked landscape, dry as a bone.

Damn you, I wanted to shout at the sky. At Luz and her antics.

We galloped onward until my horse was exhausted, lathered with foam. He needed to rest, and I pulled over to the wayside to let the gelding recover. But my eyes were set on the land before us; we were losing the last of the sun.

I would not reach Wyndrift before dawn. My bones felt brittle as I conceded to that revelation.

Hugh’s forces appeared at last, glittering in their armor, still a distant dream on the horizon. I was preparing to meet them, to remove the cloak so they could see me, when I realized they had halted. They were not moving, and I frowned, impatient.

But that was when I felt the cold air. The rotten wind. The dimming of the light.

I lifted my eyes and saw that rogue eithral again, gliding over me with her tattered wings.








XLII
The Woes of First Love and Smoke




MATILDA

I remained close to Nathaniel’s side that last day of peace. He was confident as he oversaw the preparations, and the air thrummed with activity as warriors hauled crates of stone, quivers of arrows, and casks of oil to all three towers—Fury, Maiden, Rye—readying the bridge to be stormed.

It was not only that, I soon learned, but we also needed to prepare for the river to rise. The warriors laid down sack after sack of sand, and collected every spare bucket to bail out water should we need to. It had happened a few times before, Nathaniel told me grimly. The river had swelled high enough to flood the dungeons and the lowest levels of the bridge’s towers.

“I would not think Warin would flood it too high,” I said. “Given it would drown the baron’s men on the banks?”

Nathaniel nodded, but he prepared for it all the same.

I was suddenly very thankful Vincent had heeded my advice to evacuate most of his people.

Hyacinthe found me some armor, at Nathaniel’s behest. I had never worn armor before—a steel breastplate with intricate filigree, gauntlets, leg greaves, a helm with a plume of golden horsehair, and chainmail that was cold and heavy, glittering when I moved.

It seemed more of a burden than protection for me; the breastplate would prevent me from wearing my belt. I had decided to only wear the mail, greaves, and gauntlets, keeping the helm in the crook of my arm—more than enough, in my mind—when I approached Nathaniel.

“Did the armor fit poorly? My brother will have my head if he finds something as small as a scratch on you.” His eyes shifted to my feet, which were still clad in Warin’s river slippers. “And where are the boots? Too large, were they? Hyacinthe thought so. I can find you another pair.”

“I prefer to wear these shoes. The breastplate will only slow me down.”

“And the sword and shield?”

“I have my own.”

Nathaniel sighed, as if he wanted to argue. But his attention was called away, and I persisted in trailing him, keeping him within my sight, always, save for only a handful of private moments. I continued to trace Vincent’s request like it had been carved into my arm: Remain at my brother’s side. Those words kept me tethered, and I did not attempt another venture into the realm below to see if the Underlings still slumbered. To try to rouse Bade, one final time.

As the day wore on, Vincent had yet to return. He and Hugh’s warriors could not even be spotted from the tallest parapet of the castle, and I tried to quench my wondering. I resisted the temptation to use the Skyward sight and fly with one of the birds to locate them, knowing it would split my attention, and I needed my focus to be here, where I stood.

But my worries began to gather weight. Where was he? If something happened to him, would I know it? Would I feel it? If he died, would the words I still held of his melt away like blood from a wound? Would I always bear the scar of them—a request that I could not answer?

The last of the sunlight vanished.

No fires were lit in the towers as night descended; everyone’s eyes needed to remain sharp in the darkness, untouched by the light. I sat beside Nathaniel in the shadows, listening to the far-off susurration of the river. Edric had been appointed to lead command at Rye Tower, and Hyacinthe at Maiden. We were ready, and yet I felt as if I had failed them in some way. I had no allies to bolster us; it was simply me, a herald. A goddess as green as summer grass who carried words. What good would I be to them once the fighting began?

I traced the lines on my palm with my thumbnail, pressing down until my fingers curled inward.

“Of all the dreams,” Nathaniel said to me in a quiet voice, “why Vincent’s?”

I was pensive, thinking of how to answer. Nathaniel was patient. The silence between us did not feel strained.

“He chose me first,” I replied. “He dreamt of me before I knew of him. His soul found mine before I even knew how to look for his.”

“Perhaps they will one day sing a ballad of the two of you. If so, remember that I said it first here.”

I smiled, but it felt heavy. Nathaniel must have seen the worry on my face.

“He will be here, soon,” he said. “I’m sure it is just a minor delay.”

“Yes. You are probably right.”

There was another beat of silence. I was content within it; I did not need to fill the space with my voice, but then Nathaniel leaned close, our shoulders brushing, and asked, “What is it that you love most about my brother?”

I shot him a curious glance. He was etched in the moonlight that spilled in through the window; half of his face was shadowed. In this way, he looked more like Vincent. I could see very fine resemblances between them.

“Are you testing me?” I asked.

“No. Not at all. I am simply protective over him, I suppose I would say. I … do not want him to get hurt again.”

“Again?” My heart surprised me by quickening. I felt like I was running down a hillside. “Was there another? His first love?”

“There has been another, yes. One other woman, but he did not love her.”

Nathaniel continued to stare at me, as if willing me to read his mind. I found that I could not; I did not know what he was trying to convey to me, or why my skin felt hot. Why was mortal reasoning so baffling? Their view of the world was different from mine; they prided themselves on details that I seemed doomed to overlook.

“I think, Matilda,” he finally said, his gaze drifting back to the window, “that he would call you his first love. When he could no longer find you in his dreams … he was broken for a while. He began drinking those tonics, so he would not remember them anymore—the good dreams, as well as the terrible ones. He ceased speaking of you, but I knew that he missed you. That he still thought of you, often.”

I could not reach him, I wanted to insist, but the words were thick in my throat. Guilt unfurled in my chest.

“I know you are a goddess,” he continued. “You are the herald of all three realms, and you have homes and kin elsewhere. I know after this battle is over you will leave again for a little while. Maybe for a long while. But I am worried for my brother.”

“It would never be my intention to hurt him,” I said.

“I know, I know,” Nathaniel agreed, a hearty murmur. But a deep furrow pulled between his brows. “And yet … if you could promise me one thing, I would ask you to be gentle with him. To not steal his heart again if you plan to leave us.”

I was not certain how to answer. I did plan to leave, and I did not foresee myself returning here, at least not to dwell beneath this roof.

“I will not steal anything,” I said after a long moment, when my heart finally returned to its slow, dependable pace. “I am here to protect him. To protect you. Your people, your ancestral home.”

Nathaniel only nodded, but his eyes seemed troubled, clouded by worry, when he looked away from me.

The hours dragged by, silent, unmarked by the fortress bells, as if time had completely stalled that night. When I shifted to one of the windows, gazing out onto Fury’s empty bridge, I saw that the moon was setting.

It was that raw, bone-aching stretch before sunrise.

When I exhaled, I could see my breath.

And on the other side of the riverbank, the baron’s darkened camp began to flicker with motion. Steel reflecting starlight, chainmail illumined by the moon. They were beginning to gather, to organize, and I felt like I had seen this all before. An illustration in one of Bade’s war tomes.

I knew this story, and how it ended.

I prepared myself for blood.



When Nathaniel rose from his seat, I followed. We slid our helms over our faces; I recalled my old scarred shield upon my arm. Torches were lit at his command, archers finding their places. We left the common room behind and took the stairwell up to the top of the tower.

The eastern horizon blushed with dawn, and with the light came Grimald and his men, marching onto the bridge.

I spotted the baron swiftly. He wore his best armor, sitting astride a dapple-gray horse at the front of the line. Behind him was a row of knights on their destriers, multiple pages bearing the banner of Englewood, and then came the lines of foot soldiers with a shield wall, protecting the men who were pushing a massive battering ram.

They stopped when they were halfway across Fury Bridge, and Grimald walked his horse forward. He gazed up at Nathaniel on the parapet.

“Yield this bridge and this fortress to me,” he called to us. “Or else your lives are forfeit.”

Nathaniel was quiet.

The wind roused, blowing from the east. Clouds scrolled overhead, as if they were keen to witness the skirmish. The sun had fully broken the horizon, the same bloodred it had been upon setting, spreading rosy fingers across the sky. And the river flowed onward, oblivious and babbling, as if the world was not about to quake around it.

“Wyndrift is not yours to claim,” Nathaniel replied. “We do not yield to you.”

Grimald expected this answer, perhaps he even craved it, and he raised his hand with a flourish. His knights parted behind him, letting the battering ram through. As the shield wall moved with it, Nathaniel called out the first command.

I remained where I was at the parapet, close behind him. The air stirred around us as warriors moved, taking up rocks, hurling them below. I watched as the stones dented bucklers, knocked men off their feet, drew blood. But the battering ram did not waver. It continued its forward procession until it came to a halt, right before the portcullis.

Nathaniel called out another order.

His archers shot a cascade of fiery arrows, and while most lodged into the shield wall, some snuck through the gaps. There was a chorus of painful screams; I could see a shudder run through the baron’s men, but they still held firm, unflappable, waiting for the order to heave the battering ram into the gate.

Why is he delaying? I thought, the helm cold against my cheeks.

Grimald’s men were in position, the battering ram was ready. And yet there was a span of eerie silence, as if the Englewood forces had been overcome with ice, freezing in place.

Nathaniel ordered another round of arrows. They whizzed through the air, thudding into wood, bodies, the bridge. Again, the shield wall shuddered but did not panic.

Rocks were hurled.

Then came the order for the oil to be spilled, to be followed by fire.

My eyes remained on Grimald. The baron lifted his hand again, but nothing happened.

Nathaniel leaned forward. I was close behind, as if I felt the pull of a rope. My heart skipped when I tasted a hint of magic. Magic that was not mine but was all too familiar. Rusted metal and spring moss and violets, wild on a vine.

Warin.

I had not noticed him until then, had not seen how he blended in with the row of knights. He sat upon a bay horse, resplendent and observant, his face partly hidden beneath his own helm.

My body went tense.

I waited for the flood, for the waters to rise, as all of us had feared and prepared for. But the river did not swell. Instead, white smoke surged upward from the gate. There was a hiss and a crackle of magic, which made the archers and rock hurlers stumble back, coughing into their sleeves. I remained rooted, even as the smoke danced around me, burning my eyes.

When the air cleared, I realized the smoke was all that remained of the portcullis. The iron had melted away beneath Warin’s command, exposing Fury’s wooden gate. That gate was formidable; it was made from the strongest of oakwood, but it was also fortified by iron, held in place by iron hinges and chains …

A call to heave, to push broke the ice on the bridge.

The baron’s men began to swing the battering ram. Reeling it back, swinging it forward with mesmerizing rhythm. There was no portcullis to deter them. And when the ram met the wooden gate, I closed my eyes.

Shale! I called to him, knowing he was close. I had felt him in the eastern wind, blowing over us. Shale, come! Aid me.

But the air had gone thick and heavy. There was no wind, not even a promise of a gale. Nothing that could meet the baron’s men with force, pushing them back.

I felt the gate fall, thunderous, without a fight, stripped bare of its iron.

Fury Tower trembled as the baron’s men spilled into its shadows.








XLIII
Come Closer




MATILDA

We were trapped on the tower’s roof.

We could not stay here, exposed and cut off from the fortress. I needed to get us back to the safety of Maiden Tower, but I did not draw my sword. Not yet, I thought, keeping my shield upright before me, protecting my heart, my throat.

“Behind me!” I ordered Nathaniel. He gripped the hilt of his sword, but his eyes were wide, his breaths were skipping in fear as he realized our predicament.

He submitted, remaining on my heels. Archers continued to shoot from above, falling into step behind us as we began to make our way down the stairs. My heart was in my throat as I listened to screams echo off the stone walls.

Grimald’s warriors poured through the breached gate. They swarmed Fury Tower like they were the river, flooding it step by step. All too soon they met us on the stairwell, the firelight glancing off their armor, their bloodstained swords.

I gathered all my strength and swung my shield, blowing warriors clean off their feet. I swung again and watched as they smashed into walls, their armor caving from the force. They tumbled down the stairs, falling like wheat beneath the scythe of my buckler. I cut them down, took a step, cut them down, took another step. My strength was a wildfire, gaining fuel until it burned so fierce within me that it felt as if my ichor was boiling. That if my veins were cut, I would spill steaming gold over the stones, scalding anyone who dared to touch me.

It crossed my mind, swift as a star falling from the sky, that I had never fought like this before.

It felt as if I had just woken from a very long slumber. As if I had just caught my reflection in a mirror, shocked to find it had changed. I did not look how I remembered.

But even with my divine strength and fury, I realized that I would soon tire. Our painstaking progress to reach the bridge made my mind whirl. We were trapped in Fury Tower, woefully outnumbered. And no matter how many of the baron’s men I pushed down the stairs, more emerged from the shadows.

“Keep going, sister,” Nathaniel panted behind me, desperate. “We need to reach Maiden Tower.”

His words propelled me forward; I swung my shield again and again until one of the baron’s men learned my movements and took a cut at me with his sword. The steel caught me in the thigh, just below my glitter of chainmail. I did not feel the blade’s sting; I only felt my ichor begin to flow, dripping down my skin.

The air grew sweet with my blood, like flowers crushed underfoot. Teeth bared, I knocked the soldier off-balance, but more continued to surge, pushing us back up to the top steps of the tower.

My breath was sharp, my heart pounding when I felt the stones around me rumble. The firelight in the sconces wavered. Mortar and dust rained down, settling on our helms, our shoulders.

The air suddenly tasted like cold salt, as if I had run my tongue over a tide-soaked rock.

“What was that?” one of the archers behind me asked.

I was not certain, but I kept my eyes on the stairwell, surprised when the baron’s men ceased climbing the stairs. A lag had come, despite the cacophony of battle that continued to echo up to us.

“We should go!” Nathaniel said, eager. “The path is clear.”

I held up my hand, stopping him.

“Wait,” I said. My eyes continued to search the stairwell’s dusty shadows, the rings of torchlight.

Nathaniel heeded me, although I could sense his impatience. He stood so close I could feel his warmth; I could hear the ragged pull of his breaths, how fear made his lungs small. But I did not take a step lower. Not yet, my heart pounded. Gooseflesh rippled down my arms as I continued to hold my shield in place, waiting for the worst to meet us on the stairs. I should draw my sword, I thought. A loose thought that rattled like a pebble in my mind.

The air went colder still.

I continued to wait for the worst, my eyes fixed upon the wavering shadows.

“Matilda,” Nathaniel demanded, but his voice was distant, as if he stood in one realm, and I stood in another.

Someone was ascending the stairs. I could feel the strength of their footsteps, how the tower quaked with them. This was no mortal but a god coming, and I braced myself, my heart throbbing. I had not known fear until this moment, and it made me tremble just as the stones did.

My breath became smoke in the chilled air.

My blood continued to drip down my leg, sweet as honey, my wound slow to heal.

And from the shadows emerged none other than Bade, his red cloak torn at the edges, his face splattered in mortal blood. He stopped five steps down from me, scowling.

“Where is your sword?” he said.

My relief was so sharp I could not speak. I merely stared at him as he stared at me, and I resisted the temptation to throw myself into his arms. Instead, I wordlessly drew my sword. It flashed in my hand, and he grunted.

“Come,” he said. “You are all sitting ducks here.”

We followed him, and I could only wonder how he had awoken, if it had been my peril that had stirred him. At the bottom of the stairwell, we stepped into a hazy world of steel, clashing swords, and blood-slick stone. Smoke was rising in languid tendrils from the fallen gate, and I did a quick survey of the path to Maiden Bridge. Its portcullis had also disintegrated beneath Warin’s magic, and the baron’s forces were working their way to its vulnerable gate, the battering ram in tow. They should have claimed the middle tower by now, but the Wyndrift knights had formed their own shield wall on the bridge, holding the line.

I fought at Bade’s side, and the world seemed to warp around him. He was a windstorm, a frenzy, and yet I sensed he was still holding the fiercest portion of his strength in reserve, keeping his eye on me always. We carved a path across the bridge toward Maiden, Nathaniel remaining in my shadow.

We fell into a strange dance—four steps forward and then halt. A clash with footmen in leather armor or knights clad in steel armor and chainmail. Then another four steps, only to halt and parry, halt and cut.

I was covering Nathaniel’s back when I felt a jar against my own. It nearly knocked me off-balance, and I lifted my hand to discover a mace had struck me, its spiked head piercing me through the chainmail.

My breath went shallow; my sinister arm tingled.

I turned to see a knight watching me through his helm, as if he had amazed himself by wounding me. Blood stained his breastplate; it dripped from his gauntlets. There was a splatter of gold on the steel. My blood, I realized, distantly.

He was reaching for a discarded sword, preparing to hit me again, when I swung my shield around. I struck him in the face with such brutal force that his helm crumpled. He let out a ragged cry. A second blow and he went down, trampled underfoot as another wave of the baron’s men surged.

I felt a painful pinch and then a shiver of relief as the mace was jerked away from my shoulder. Before I could stand upright, a hand had closed over my arm, holding me steady.

“Stay close to me,” Bade snapped as he hurled the mace over the side of the bridge. Our eyes met for the briefest of moments; his face was furrowed with a savagery I had never seen before.

“Nathaniel,” I said, my voice wispy.

A current of warriors had come between us. I pulled from Bade’s hold— he followed me instantly with a dissatisfied sound—and darted through the fray until I reached Nathaniel’s side again.

We pushed toward Maiden Tower.

Arrows fell like rain. Some of them shone with oil, their shafts lit with fire, and soon patches of flame began to lick along the ground. The air smelled of contradictions, a mix of mortal blood and magic. I drew a haggard inhale, tasting rust and lilies, shorn grass and burning hair.

I could have choked on it; I did not know how Bade could thrive in such conditions, but he was vivid, his power luminous, as the fighting intensified. And yet there was no pleasure within him; there was an anger, a sadness, a weariness in his stance.

I noticed because I knew him better than most.

He had come for me, but only because of his salt vow.

He did not desire to be here. He took no joy in cutting down mortal men. Not as he once had.

What had wrought this change in him?

I swallowed, but something hung in my throat. Tears, guilt, my own fury—I was not certain what, but I focused on my task of keeping Nathaniel safe. We stepped through screams and flickers of fire, over dead bodies and rocks and weeping men.

The world was a tangled mess; my eyes smarted from the smoke.

For a moment, I could not tell which warriors were ours and which were the baron’s. The colors seemed to smudge and blur. I had my sword, but I preferred to make a path forward with my shield.

Men collapsed in my wake, stunned and breathless, emitting cries that made the hair rise on my arms. But I did not stop. Not until the wind suddenly changed its course, snaring my attention.

I lifted my eyes.

Shale, I thought, my heart leaping. He had come at last to aid me—or so I thought until I felt the merciless cold bite within the gale.

The sun began to dim, like a veil of dirty clouds had draped over it. The scent of rot became overpowering. Decay and dark places and damp stone that had never seen the light of moon or stars.

It was the rogue eithral. She gleamed like a distant jewel in the sky. A white blot against the tapestry of blue, flying directly for the bridge.

From the highest tower in the fortress, a warning bell began to toll.

My mind went quiet in awe before it flickered with dangerous possibilities. My blood stirred, but it was not with fear or dread but something darker.

“Oh gods,” Nathaniel panted. His eyes widened, his sword lowering as he saw the wyvern’s approach. I could nearly read his thoughts: How would we fight another foe? One made of wings and talons and shining teeth?

Bade also had gone still, his jaw clenching. I touched his arm, drawing his attention back to me.

“Protect Nathaniel,” I said, my voice low, hoarse.

His frown intensified. “Where are you going?”

“Stay with him,” I insisted.

Before Bade could protest, I slithered my way forward through the throng. He called for me, my name sharp in the air. To anyone else, he would have sounded furious, but I heard his fear. It cut into me like ice. He did not want to lose sight of me, but I did not have time to reassure him, to look behind. I made my way to the knights’ shield wall and slipped through it.

Maiden Tower loomed before me, hazy in the smoky light.

I ran to it, keeping my eyes on the sky and the eithral’s steady approach, counting the beats of my heart. Into the tower shadows I went, brushing shoulders with archers and warriors preparing their defense. I raced up the curling stairwell, my breath burning like flame when I reached the roof of the tower. Archers were stationed here, their eyes also on the new terror of the sky. They were hunched in their armor, watching the eithral’s approach, preparing to shoot.

Their arrows would do nothing. They could not fight this beast with flint and fire, and I realized the moment I needed was imminent. The eithral was so close I could feel the churn of the wind beneath her wings. I had one fleeting, precarious moment to make contact, and I needed to be alone.

“Leave me here,” I commanded.

The archers turned to look at me, at last noticing my presence. They hesitated, frozen, watching my hair whip in the wind, my chainmail drenched crimson with mortal blood. I sheathed my sword and my shield. I removed my helm.

“Go!” I called again, harsher, and they scattered like chaff in the breeze, running to the stairwell until I was the only one standing on the roof of Maiden Tower.

Alone, I walked to the parapet’s edge, drawing cold air through my teeth. I stood and waited for the beast. The eithral continued its approach, wings scintillating in the light. The gusts churned fouler, icier as she soared closer.

I did not move.

I kept my eyes fixed upon her, my magic slipping from me as a plea, a whisper.

Come closer.

I had never dared to do this. I had never risked the Skyward secret in such a bold way. But I would do it for him. I would do it for Vincent, and his brother, and the innocents who dwelled here. For their home on the river. For the prayer I had never answered.

Come closer.

The eithral continued to fly, and whether she was drawn to the shining rapids of the river, or the chaos on the bridge, or the proud height of the towers, or my whisper of magic … I would never know.

But I waited for the perfect moment. The moment when the eithral’s shadow was about to spill over me, the wind from her wings snarling my hair, driving me to my knees. When she was close enough that I could see the iridescence of her scales. How they boasted every color beneath the sun. How they mirrored the luster of every gemstone.

Lend me your sight?

I held my breath as the eithral’s crimson eyes met my gaze. Her body roiled in the air above me, slithering gracefully, like a snake amongst clouds.

Lend me your sight?

I asked a second time. There was a moment of immense silence, so heavy I felt like I was drowning. As if my lungs had collapsed, and I could not draw air. But then the tempest within me silenced. I felt decay sting the back of my throat; I felt weight gather in my bones as if they had been pulled longer, stronger. I exhaled, and felt my skin grow calloused and cold, covered with scales hard as iron that could never be melted.

I blinked, disoriented, as if I had just been borne into the sky. But then the world undulated beneath me. It came into sharp relief, brilliantly detailed. Brimming with colors I had never seen.

I saw the world through the eithral’s eyes.
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Flight




MATILDA

I flew over the bridge.

I watched the men tremble and cower beneath my shadow, the gust from my wings tearing through their hair, snuffing out their screams. Half of them seemed determined to continue fighting, pushing forward under the baron’s call of commands. But the other half of his men were scrambling. Some of them were running for the cover of Fury Tower, the battering ram forgotten, while others frantically began to shoot arrows up in the air, aiming for my belly.

They would be mere sticks, and I did not fear them.

I wheeled in the sky, coming back around to make another pass over the bridge. This time, hunger pulsed through me, and I dared to glide lower. My eyes fastened on one of the baron’s knights. He was disemboweling a Wyndrift archer, and I swooped down and took a hold of the knight in my talons.

His scream was nothing more than a mewl; he flailed in my grasp as I carried him higher. My delight shone like quicksilver, illuminating the endless dark depth of my own mind.

Drop him into the river.

The thought did not seem to be my own. It was a rumble, emerging from the fire of my bones, and I relented. I glided over the water and relinquished the knight. He would sink down to the riverbed with that armor of his; his bones would rest there eternal, picked clean by the fish, and I made another pass, choosing a second blood-splattered knight of the baron’s.

I hurled him into the water next, and then swooped to make a third dive, and then a fourth, a fifth, watching as the battle began to fracture. Their terror was sickly sweet, a fragrant smoke that I drew deep into my lungs, my wings gaining more power with every beat against the air.

I found the baron amidst the turmoil. He was like a silver coin in the light, drawing my eyes. His horse was rearing; Grimald dropped his sword as he grappled with the reins. His armor flashed scarlet, reflecting the tendril of fire that was burning nearby, and when I soared over him, so close that I could see the white-ringed terror in his eyes, he fell.

Laughter rumbled through me, warm as embers stoked in a fire.

Again, I circled overhead, carving the wind with my wings. I studied the writhing glimmers of armor and chainmail on the bridge. Grimald was somewhere amongst them, hiding like a coward, and I was determined to find him—I wanted to taste his blood, I wanted to crunch his bones between my teeth—when another upset horse caught my attention.

It was the god of spring. The god of rivers and iron.

I would know the reek of his magic anywhere. That haughty tilt of his chin.

Warin’s face was pale, coated in a feverish sheen. His horse was prancing through the melee, but when he pulled the reins, the mare halted, as if enchanted.

Cold fury trickled through me. It crept into my vision, tinging it red. I snapped my jaw, long teeth gnashing, and I locked my sight on Warin and his ashen hair. His sunset robes. I would tear him apart. I would carry his body to the mountains and devour him, bone by bone.

Matilda!

I thought I heard a name, a distant shout. I thought I felt someone take hold of my shoulder, shaking me as if I were in a dream. But no, I was in the sky. I was fire and darkness and wings, and I pulled farther away from that voice, even as it made something within me leap in recognition.

I descended, the air howling around me, the men scattering on the bridge beneath my shadow. All save for one. Warin, who held my gaze.

He was trembling, but he did not move. He did not yield, not until my talons were moments away from piercing his chest, ripping him from his horse.

Only then did he fall.

He scrambled from his horse and ran back to Fury Bridge on foot, to slip away in the sudden roar of the trade wind. A scream bloomed in my chest. It rumbled through me like thunder, escaping me as a screech that tasted like rot, rending the air in two. I heard that name again—Matilda!—and for a moment I felt like I was suspended in a web. Emotion yanked through me, painful, knotted. I was caught in something intricate; I had sunk into a bog I could not rise from.

I knew who my enemy was, but I did not know my name.

I did not know who I was.

My mind was fog and shadows. A deep dark pool. Cold wind pierced by a flute’s notes. And I realized I had flown too low for too long over the bridge. I had lost sight of the tower, which emerged through the smoke.

Another shriek tore through me as my wings beat the air, struggling to gain height. Arrows glanced off my scales, harmless, as I dipped sharply to the right.

It was too late.

I collided with the tower.
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VINCENT

I did not know if the eithral had followed me, or if I had followed the eithral. She sensed me, perhaps, even as night forced her to rest and I continued to ride, hidden beneath the shelter of Matilda’s cloak, my pace slower in the darkness. But by dawn, the beast was flying again, and she caught up to me on the road. Our paths were a strange reflection—one on the ground, the other in the sky.

When I crested the last hill for home and saw Wyndrift in the distance with smoke rising and the flash of battle on the eastern bridge … my heart went cold. The dread only speared me deeper when the eithral pulled ahead, drawn to the silver fray of battle. Hugh and his warriors were still kilometers behind me; their support was not something I would be able to rely on for hours, and I urged my horse to gallop the remaining stretch of road, watching as the eithral began to swoop down near Fury Tower.

My blood became ice as I cantered across the western bridge, whose gates were completely gone, leaving the fortress vulnerable. Each portcullis had vanished, and its corresponding wooden gate had fallen. I passed through each western tower unhindered, my hands shaking by the time I dismounted in the courtyard.

It felt abandoned here.

Only shadows moved over the moss and stones, cast by drifting clouds overhead, and I followed the shouts, the clash of steel, the eithral’s roar to the eastern bridge. Again, Rye Gate was dismantled, just like all the ones before it, but I found a cluster of my warriors gathered around Edric.

Let me be seen, I breathed to the cloak. It heeded me, as if my own bones brimmed with magic and power. The wool transformed into a bright vermillion.

Instantly, I was spotted.

“Vincent!” Edric cried, ruddy-faced and tense. My title crumbled beneath his desperation. “We’ve been waiting for your return.”

“Tell me what’s happened,” I asked as I hurried through Rye Tower’s passage, heading for Maiden.

Edric fell into stride beside me and quickly detailed the morning events, his voice hoarse, as if he had been shouting for hours. “I don’t think we can hold them off for much longer, lord. The gates—”

“Yes, I saw them.”

“And we— Wait, lord. We should dress you in armor. You’re still in your travel—”

“Where is Nathaniel?”

Edric grimaced. “He was at Fury Tower, with your wife. I don’t know—”

I broke into a run, my hand grasping the hilt of the sword sheathed at my side. I tried to swallow but my mouth was parched; I could taste the grit of the road on my teeth. My voice felt like it would splinter if I dared to speak. My pulse was hammering as I darted through the shadows of Maiden Tower, as I reached the open air of its bridge.

It was only when I saw the eithral again, swooping low with her shining wings, picking up knights only to fling them into the water, that I came to a sliding halt.

I stared up at the monster, rooted by fear and disbelief. How powerless I was in that moment.

My eyes remained upon her, watching as she continued to dive, wings flaring wide, translucent in the light. She was only targeting the baron’s men, feeding them to the river. I had not seen her attack one of my warriors yet.

“Lord!” Hyacinthe had caught sight of me. Her voice seemed to echo through the din around us as if we stood in a nightmare; her armor gleamed in the dull light as she moved toward me. “What order should I give?”

I opened my mouth to respond, my eyes still transfixed by the eithral. I did not move as the creature soared over us, turning around Maiden Tower to double back for Fury. There was a flash of red, up by the crenellation, like long hair tangling in the wind.

Matilda.

“Hold the line,” I said to Hyacinthe, my feet leading me back to Maiden. But my words were drowned out by the eithral’s sudden scream. The sound rent the air; it brought us all to our knees, the warriors of Wyndrift and the baron’s forces, as if we had forgotten ourselves, united in a new foe.

The spell only lasted a moment.

I winced, but my eyes had never left the creature; I watched as she collided with the battlements of Fury Tower.

The bridge quaked from the impact. Stones rained down. Dust and smoke continued their steady rise, turning the world into a golden haze. Men were screaming.

I forced myself to stand.

The eithral was taking a second pass at the tower, as if determined to bring it down. A shiver coursed through me. I could taste copper and salt on my tongue and realized I had bitten through my lip.

“Hold the line,” I commanded again, swallowing my blood as I turned away from Hyacinthe.

Around me, I could feel the battle shifting.

The baron’s men were beginning to run, desperate to return to the bank before the collapse of Fury Tower trapped them on the bridge. I could hear knights shouting, and then came the retreat horn, a note that wailed through the air like a wounded creature.

Alone, I sprinted up the curling stairwell of Maiden, my calves burning with effort by the time I reached the top. I did not know what I was expecting, but I stepped into the vast sky and ruthless wind of the tower’s rooftop, and there she was.

I came to a stop, gazing at Matilda.

Her back was angled to me; she was on her knees. Her hair was loose, tangling like crimson threads in the gust. Her chainmail glimmered with a smudge of gold. Her blood, I realized, which made my heart pound.

She was not alone. The god of war stood beside her, his presence like a stark mountain compared to her quiet beauty. His cloak was flapping in the gale; his blood-marked face was furrowed with something that looked like agony as he shook her shoulder.

He had not seen me yet.

“Matilda!” Bade cried, his voice desperate, as if she were in a dream, a trance that he needed to rouse her from. “Matilda!”

I did not know what had happened, what had come over her. Why she was unresponsive to him, and why she remained on her knees, her face tilted to the sky. I did not know, but as my thoughts cascaded through me, gleaming and sharp, I exhaled and felt the tower tremble again beneath my feet.

She was directing the eithral.

I could feel this mystery in my bones like a winter ache, and I stepped closer, snagging Bade’s attention.

Instantly, his guard came up. His fear was exchanged for dark-eyed suspicion. His nostrils flared as he stared at me, measuring how much of a threat I was. But he did not draw his sword or challenge me. Not yet, at least. While my stomach churned, I continued to close the gap between us.

“Let me,” I said.

He had tried and failed to bring her back. And while I knew he was sworn to Matilda—he was her ally—he did not know what I was to her. He did not know that once, she and I had lain beneath the sway of bracken, holding on to the other as if we were so entwined that nothing—not even a creature from the under realm—could tear us apart. Once, we had wandered through dreams, side by side.

She was not mine by spoken vow but something deeper. Something that felt older, stronger, darker, like a language that had been sung centuries ago but had now been forgotten. Something that simmered in the blood, calling to me, calling to her.

How I had resisted that pull, as if it were something to fear. A weakness that would doom me should I let myself surrender to it.

I did not want to fight it any longer.

Bade hesitated, his hand flexing at his side. He was eager for his sword. But he must have seen the way I looked at her. Only then did he concede to me. He stepped back, allowing me to fully come forward.

I dropped to my knees behind her. We were not touching. Not yet, although the space between us seemed to hum with the longing. Gently, I whispered her name.

“Matilda.”

If she heard me, she made no reaction. The eithral soared above us, the draft from her wings stealing the air from my lungs, tangling hair into my eyes.

I needed to be closer.

I moved until there was no more space between our bodies. Matilda’s spine aligned with my chest. My legs bracketed hers. With one hand, I traced her waist. The other, I laid over her heart. I could feel her trembling, as if her magic was under tremendous strain. As if she had lost herself and did not know the way back.

My throat welled.

For a moment, I could not speak. I set my face beside hers, cheek against cheek, so that I could see what she saw—sky and clouds and muted sunshine, men in flashing armor, blood and smoke and fire, a tower that was crumbling beneath her power.

I pulled her tight against me, the chainmail biting into my palms. I would have torn it away from her body, if only to feel her skin against my own. To peel back the armor between us.

“Matilda,” I said again. “Come back to me.”

The eithral continued to circle and swoop, emitting another screech. But there was a hesitation now. A delay as she hovered, wings churning a maelstrom of wind.

I pressed my lips to Matilda’s neck; I breathed against her chilled skin. She tasted like rain. I whispered into her hair, words only she could hear.

“Return to me, Red.”

She leaned her head back onto my shoulder. I could tell she was aware of me now, how my body was aligned with hers. How we drew breath together, our chests heaving in tandem, the feel of my hands and the cadence of my voice, how they both held her tethered to me. It was greater than any prayer I could have uttered, any words I could have written down in ink.

The tension began to unspool from her body.

“If it takes you,” I said, “then let it also take me. Don’t leave me behind like this, Red.”

She shivered.

I knew the moment her awareness returned, when she blinked away the world she had been captive to, a place I could only yearn to see alongside her.

Matilda gasped a broken sound, the beginning of a sob. Her hands rose to rest over mine, colder than ice. At first, I thought she was about to pull my touch away. But she only pressed my hands harder into her, as if she needed me to remind her of what was real. As if she, too, wanted to tear away the scales, the steel links of her chainmail.

“Vincent,” she said, and her voice was worn, cracked at the edges.

“Yes. I am here with you.”

She was quiet for a beat, as was I. She was staring at the sky as the eithral soared away. Whatever bond had been between them had broken; I knew it must have been my voice, cutting through it like a sword. But I did not watch the creature melt into the clouds; my attention was on Matilda alone, and I measured her breaths, the drum of her heart. The sound of her struggling against her own tears, how she was trying to tamp them down.

It tore the deepest part of me.

“It’s all right,” I said. The words rumbled through my chest. “Let it go.”

“No,” she whispered, her voice smoky, hoarse. “I … I cannot.”

When she pushed herself up, my hands reluctantly slid away from her. I remained on my knees as she leaned against the crenellation, bowing her head so her hair draped like a curtain. I knew she was dashing the tears from her cheeks. She did not want me to know it, though. When she finished, she refused to meet my gaze.

She watched the eithral fly into the blue of the eastern horizon, but I watched her.

And I could only wonder what the cost would be. What this victory would demand of her. The price of this triumph she had just given for the river, for Wyndrift.

For me.
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Slowly, I returned to my body. Scales became skin, cold blood became sun-warmed gold. My wings became dust. I blinked and saw the world as I had always known it, with colors I could name.

There had been no need to weep until I realized what I had done.

The bell ceased ringing.

When my emotion settled, I turned away from the sky.

My eyes wanted to fix upon Vincent, still on his knees behind me, his dark hair a sharp contrast against the pale planes of his face. He was gazing up at me with a softness that could have made me collapse—I felt almost drunk by it, my mind still spinning from flight—but my attention was stolen by Bade. Pinpricks of fear lit his eyes as he stared at me.

“What have you done, Matilda?” he asked.

What have I done?

The words echoed through my hollowness, and I gazed at the bridge and the destruction I had made. Half of Fury Tower was gone, its new outline jagged against the sky, its stairs leading to nowhere but clouds.

Warin had broken the gate, and so I had created one from the rubble. The uppermost part of the tower had crumbled beneath my wrath, forming a barricade. No one could now pass through that gateway, not the baron from the riverbank, and not us from within. And by the activity that was reeling through the smoke of the bridge, the baron’s men who had been trapped were surrendering. The ones who had not made it back to the camp before the fallen stones had barred their way. They were our prisoners, and I watched as they dropped to their knees, hands raised, as the Wyndrift knights began to bind their wrists.

“I have won a battle,” I said tautly.

“No.” Bade lifted his hand to the sky. “What was that?”

I knew what he implied. He was Underling; he did not know the Skyward ways and our secrets. He did not know that I could commandeer the sight of winged beings.

I had made a vow before the Skyward court to protect our collective sight, and I had just broken it. I had exposed this power not just to Bade but to Vincent as well.

Shame burned through me. I felt both hot and cold. Lightheaded, as if the ground would shift when I dared to finally take a step. Had Shale been watching? Had my father? It had been desperate of me, foolish of me, to risk this secret. And yet if I had not … the battle would still be raging below. Without the gates, we would have eventually lost Maiden Tower, and then Rye. Warin and Grimald and his men would have pushed us into the heart of the fortress. It would have been the beginning of the end, a terrible bloodshed.

I did not regret what I had done. I would break the vow again and again if it would save the mortals I had come to care for and protect. And once I acknowledged this, my shame faded.

If this is my fate, then let it be.

Vincent rose. He stood between Bade and me, and while Bade’s eyes continued to brim with queries, Vincent’s did not. His eyes were clear, almost piercing, as he gazed at me. When I met his stare, I felt my heart lurch as if it had grown its own fragile wings.

He knew what I had done. He knew I had been controlling the eithral, and that I had almost lost myself within its cavernous mind and power. He knew and yet he did not fear me or think less of me. No, there was something else that smoldered in his eyes.

Return to me, Red.

The deep pitch of his voice. That name he had once granted me in innocence, in childhood. His voice had pulled me back through howling gusts and constellations of unnamed stars. Through a distance that had felt as endless and deep as the sea.

Let it go, he had said into my hair. Let it go, and yet I could not. I was too afraid to allow myself to come undone. If one loose thread was pulled, I worried the entire tapestry would unravel.

“Who are you to her?” Bade turned his attention to Vincent now, his voice sharp.

Vincent held my gaze a beat longer, as if he did not want to look away. But then he cast a sideways glance at Bade. I braced myself for his answer, knowing what was coming …

“I am her husband.”

To Bade’s immense credit, he did not react. There was only the smallest twitch of his right hand, as if he was keen for his sword. He knew better; the blade remained sheathed. His eyes flickered to me and there they remained, once more brightened by hundreds of questions.

“May I have a moment alone with my ally?” he asked.

Vincent bowed his head in consent, but before he left us, he unknotted my cloak from his neck and draped it over my shoulders. I sighed and held the draws at my collarbones, the fabric still warm from him. I could smell meadow grass and woodsmoke, sun and wind, the scent of his skin within it.

Once he was gone, the silence stretched thick between Bade and me. Neither of us spoke. We merely stared at the other, and I could feel sweat gathering on my palms. My breaths deepened, as if preparing for an argument.

I decided to speak first.

“Did my predicament wake you?”

Bade’s frown pulled at the scars on his face. “Wake me?”

“You and Adria and all of the Underling court.” I stepped closer to him. “The eithrals, the hounds. The vassals. Dacre. All of you were sleeping when I visited. Nothing could rouse you.”

Fear flashed through him, bright as sun on a dagger. As quickly as it came, it was gone, swept away, like dust under a rug.

“How long did we sleep?”

“I do not know. But all of you were vulnerable.”

“And did you take your vengeance?”

Oh, how well he knew me. I gritted my teeth, thinking of Phelyra. I wondered if Bade expected me to have killed her. To have stolen the magic that had once been my mother’s. Would he be disappointed that I had spared her? That I had left my belly empty?

“What do you think?” I said.

His mouth pressed into a grim line. He glanced away to the smoking ruin of Fury Tower.

“I do not remember falling asleep,” he confessed. “Nor did I dream while I slept. I woke to Adria, shaking me. Neither of us could recall what had made us slumber, but we felt refreshed, renewed. Not long after that, I felt your fear, like an arrow had pierced me. It drew me to you, and I could only wonder how you had gotten yourself into such a scrape, embedded in a mortal battle.”

I bit my tongue, deliberating on what to tell him. My hesitation prompted him to level his eyes at me.

“And wed to a mortal man, I might add,” Bade said, his voice darkening a shade in disapproval. “Although now I understand why you would be here, waging war. I understand why you would bring down a tower. If it was for love.”

I did not think it wise to admit that most of this was a ruse. Even Bade, whom I trusted, could potentially expose me. The Underlings were not as infallible as I had once believed. I could have slain them all as they slept, and the thought still chilled me.

“This man is Vincent, I take it,” Bade added.

I frowned up at him. “He is. How did you know?”

“I remember the day you fled the under realm. I remember how you wanted to go to him for sanctuary.”

Yes, I thought, swallowing.

I said, “Does that change your opinion of him?”

“Ever so slightly. But it also urges me to caution you, Matilda.”

“In what way?”

“If you are going to risk yourself for him, for love,” Bade began, “then you need to prepare yourself to pay the cost for it. You may believe that you will be different, that you will slip through such a noose unscathed, but it is inescapable. There will be a price for it. When one of our kind loves something that is mortal … there is always a sacrifice that must be made. Although perhaps you just began to pay it.”

He spoke of the eithral again.

I wanted to bristle at his words, but he was not pontificating. How well he knew what he spoke, having fallen for a mortal woman. The chaos that had ensued, the disgrace that still stained him.

“I will ask you again, and I expect you to answer me,” said Bade. “As your ally … what have you done with the eithral? How did you command her? What magic are you wielding?”

“I do not have to answer you,” I replied, the words rough as sand in my throat. But my anger had been stoked, as well as my fear. “You call yourself my ally, but you have only come out of duty. You came to my aid today because of a salt vow you regret giving.”

I wanted him to deny it. To tell me that he had come because he loved me and that no regrets clung to him. That there was an unspoken part of him that regarded me as the daughter he had never had.

But love amongst gods makes us vulnerable. It is a weakness. A map of fault lines that instructs enemies where they can strike to wound us, deeply.

And even here, when it was just the two of us, alone, he would not say what I yearned to hear. I saw that truth gleam in his eyes as he stared at me, stoic and stiff, as if he was more stone than divine.

“It was good of you to come, and I thank you for it,” I whispered. “But I release you from your salt vow.”

Bade reeled as if I had struck him, his expression haggard with shock.

“You do not mean that,” he said, a hitch in his voice.

“Why would I say something I do not mean? I am clearheaded and make no mistake. You have fulfilled that vow of old and you should go freely now, no longer bound to me and the peril that awaits me.”

My heart was pounding, half in anguish, half in pride. Vaguely, I thought, What are you doing? This war with Grimald is not over. There will be another battle, and you are releasing the one ally you have …

But then my mind grew sharper teeth.

I did not want someone helping me out of duty. I was weary of such things, of a world of debts and vows. I would prefer to face the terror alone than to have someone in my shadow who was only there out of obligation.

I thought of Vincent and was suddenly humbled. I was doing the same to him. I was here, pretending marriage with him, out of guilt and remorse. Because I had failed to answer him years ago when he needed me. Because I was seeking to atone for something that had occurred in our past, something that had been entirely beyond my control.

I realized I could leave. I did not have to answer his prayer favorably. My answer could be no. Many divines devoured requests or breathed them in to feel the pleasure, only to laugh at human plight and refuse to grant aid.

Walk away, a voice whispered to me. You have taken Death’s arrow for him. You have broken a Skyward vow for him. You have done enough here.

But when I envisioned it … when I imagined myself walking away from him and this fortress, the river and its people … when I sifted inward, so deep it felt like I was cutting open an old scar, encouraging it to bleed, I realized that it was no longer mere guilt alone keeping me here.

“Matilda,” Bade said gruffly. “Wait a moment.”

I turned away, gazing down at the bridge. I expected him to sigh and depart. What more was there to say between us?

He was speaking, his voice a familiar rumble, but my focus had winnowed down to my waist, to the sudden flare of heat in my belt. I glanced at the moonstones, my pulse leaping in dread.

The Gatekeeper’s eye was opening.








XLVII
A Wasted Door




MATILDA

Over the years I had spent Skyward, I had come to learn that the eye in the gemstone only opened when someone close to me was dying. Not necessarily someone I loved, but one whose fate was woven with my own. The connection could be a brief encounter, or one that spanned endless seasons. But when the eye stirred, I knew final breaths were being drawn. A shadow was about to be collected by Orphia; a soul was about to wander the wasteland.

The Gatekeeper sensed their arrival, and so her eye began to open with expectation. She was preparing to greet them at the archway, to weigh their worth when it came to the mists.

Only once had the eye shut prematurely, and that had been in Adria’s case. It had also been the first time I had felt the eye open. But of course, the Poet Queen had escaped the wasteland and the mists by evolving, by becoming one of us. The second time the eye had opened had been when my mother had died, and I had been too stricken to feel the warning heat of it.

I covered the stone with my palm now, my heart falling into a frantic beat.

“Matilda?” Bade sensed my mind was far away, even as I stood close enough to him that our shadows tangled on the tower’s battlement. “Did you hear me?”

I was turning to face him when the shout came from below. A terrible, keening sound. It stirred the hair on my arms; my mouth went dry as summer’s worst drought. More cries spawned, carried on the wind. Angry ones, followed by the clash of steel.

Bade and I both lunged to the edge of the parapet, looking down on Maiden Bridge. One of the baron’s knights was being wrestled to the ground, but not before I saw a bloodied sword clatter at his feet, knocked free from his hand. He had killed someone, someone whose fate was twined with mine. And while my eyes cut through the chaos and tendrils of smoke, I could not see who had fallen. I could not find Vincent amidst the turmoil.

I pushed away from the crenellation.

Blood crackled through my veins like wildfire; the air burned my lungs when I breathed. I descended the tower steps at a frantic clip, my hand on the newel to keep my balance. Bade followed dutifully, as if a cord was wound between us. It was the salt vow; I could not break it by voice alone. I needed to write it, word for word, and have us both eat it again in order to fully sunder its power.

He called for me to slow, but his voice was a mere smudge in the air. A roar was consuming me, narrowing my vision to a point, speckled by dark stars.

Whatever I was about to encounter, I was not prepared for it.

I could sense the weak point within myself, as if I was pressing down on fractured ice.

It could not be Vincent.

I would drown if it were him. I could almost feel my grief rising like cold water. How I would swallow it down, mouthful after mouthful, until the heaviness pulled me fully under.

At last I reached the open air of Maiden Bridge.

As I ran forward, I had no choice but to leap over bodies that were scattered like chaff across the bridge, their blood still wet beneath them. Buzzards had gathered, circling overhead. Their shadows rippled over the dead and the injured, over abandoned swords and bucklers and arrows with fletching still alight with flames.

I drew closer, drawn to the Wyndrift knights who had formed a loose circle around someone.

Time seemed to slip in that moment, stalling. The colors leached away and the air swarmed, thick and humid. It felt like I was moving through honey, slow and laborious no matter how hard I pushed myself to run faster. But finally, I reached the armored circle. I slipped between Edric and Hyacinthe to see who was at the center.

Vincent was there, as I knew he would be.

He was on his knees again, but the blood that stained the wooden planks around him was not his. It belonged to the man he held in his arms.

Nathaniel.

I stopped abruptly, as if my feet had put down roots.

He was still alive, defiant of the wound in his neck that poured blood, bright and thin, down his breastplate. I knew, as did all of us gathered, that it was a mortal blow. I knew he would not last much longer, and I listened to his breaths. How shallow and wet they were. How blood bubbled through his teeth and trickled from the corners of his mouth. I saw how pale his face had become, how the liveliness of his skin had drained away, leaving him white as snow. His eyes were wide, shining with disbelief, as he gazed up at his brother.

“You are going to be fine,” Vincent said in a gentle tone. He brushed a lank tendril of hair from Nathaniel’s brow. “Just hold on a little longer. They … they are coming with some herbs to help with the pain. And a hook and thread, to mend your wound. You always hated hooks, didn’t you? But now you will have a scar to rival my own. You always said you wanted one.”

I tried to breathe and found I could not. My throat had closed; my ribs felt like flimsy parchment, curling inward. I watched Nathaniel attempt to speak, but only indecipherable sounds emerged. His voice was shorn, cut away. He gave a shudder, his fingers flexing as if he wanted to reach out and hold on to his brother. Hold on to something that was living.

But his shadow was fading quickly.

I saw Orphia coming through the crowd, her black robes billowing in the breeze like storm clouds. The mortals could not see her, but they felt her cold presence. They shivered, casting their eyes downward. Vincent had gone quiet, so still he could have been a tapestry. A man woven from a hundred threads, frozen in time.

This should not have happened.

I should have remained with Nathaniel, as Vincent asked me to. I should have stayed by his side rather than appointing Bade to guard him, because Bade’s primary concern would always be the salt vow. He had followed me up the tower.

Orphia gathered Nathaniel’s shadow like it was a bolt of dark linen. It hung over her forearm, another one to add to her collection. To hang upon the smoke-stained rafters of her burrow.

She felt my unwavering stare and met it. For all the places I had roamed and all the divines I had met, I could not read her expression. It was like looking into a very deep well, and I could only wonder what thoughts rushed through her in that moment. If she had been the one to weave such a death for Vincent’s youngest brother upon her shared loom, or if it had been Rowena.

Was it you? I wanted to demand, teeth clenched. Did you weave this pain?

Orphia’s gaze dropped to my waist.

She was looking at the eye in the gemstone. Her mother’s eye, I realized, stiffening.

But Death said nothing to me.

She only arched her brow and pivoted on her heel, and it took me two ragged breaths to understand that she was challenging me. She knew I could venture into the wastes. She knew I bore her mother’s lost eye on my belt, and that it stirred when Orphia was near to claim life. She knew that I was not just a herald.

She had seen it in my horoscope days after my birth.

Soul-bearer, Adria had likewise written beneath my stars in her journal.

I could chase Nathaniel’s soul in the wastes. I could speak to him, one final time, but first I needed a wasted door.

I thought of the lintel I had passed through before. The door in the castle ruins. It was not too far from here, but I would need a trade wind to reach it in time. And the trade winds blew at the threshold, which was Fury Bridge. A place I could not reach now due to my own barricade.

I swallowed, thinking I had no choice but to go by under realm, and how that would cause a delay I could not afford, when my gaze rose to the tower I had broken. Fury, wreathed in smoke.

I measured its remaining pillar, up to its craggy top, studying it with new eyes. There was the staircase that had survived my wrath. It now led to the sky. I had vaguely noticed it earlier but had failed to see that there was also a lintel with its door still intact, its corresponding chamber now part of the rubble.

A wasted door. A door that opened to nowhere.

Anticipation coursed through me. There was no way for me to know if this threshold would shift with my presence, spilling me not into the clouds but into the wastes. Uncertain, I still had to try.

I looked at Vincent again.

He was quiet, solemn, as he stared at nothing. His cheeks were sunken as if he were biting down on them; his face had gone pallid. He continued to cradle Nathaniel in his arms, but he was trembling, as if the shock was wearing thin.

Slowly, he lifted his bloodstained hand. He closed Nathaniel’s vacant eyes.

I wanted to go to him. I wanted to touch him as he had touched me earlier, providing a haven to fall back upon. But if I knelt, I would be caught in the eddy that Death had left behind. I would lose this moment, and so I steeled myself and slipped through the circle of knights.

Make me a shadow, I asked my cloak, and it was quick to oblige.

Invisible, I began to climb through the rubble I had made, and then the remaining length of Fury Tower. I did not pause or look behind. Not until I reached that exposed stairwell, and then I glanced back over the bridge.

Bade was watching with a scowl. He was the only one who had noticed my vanishing. He knew I was climbing the tower, although he would have to wonder where I was going.

My eyes coasted over him to find Vincent again. He had not moved; he still held his brother, and the healer had at last arrived in her dark blue dress and white shawl.

She was a young woman, pretty as a spring morning. Her round face was rosy, her short blond hair the color of straw. She stopped when she reached Vincent, her brow wrinkled in sadness. She laid her hand on his shoulder.

It was a gentle, familiar motion.

I noticed, my vision narrowing.

And I could not name this feeling that shot through me; I had never felt like this before, as if I had dipped my hands in dark green ink. How slick the world seemed to become, darting through my fingers like minnows in water.

I should be with him, and yet I was not.

He was a man, but I was a goddess, about to slip through the hidden seams of the world.

I drew a sharp breath and felt a tear in my chest. It hurt to desire two things at once. To want to be in two different places. And I knew that once the numbness wore away, Vincent would look for me. His eyes would search for mine in the crowd, and he would not find them.

As an immortal, time has always felt different to me. There is an abundance of it in our halls; I could have cupped the minutes, the fortnights, the seasons in my hands like water from a fountain and drunk my fill whenever I thirsted. But I felt its fine-haired edge in this moment, as if I were mortal flesh and blood, doomed to die. How it seemed to lay across my skin like damp clothes. How it weighed me down, stirring an anxious flame in my breast.

Hurry, I thought. Time is passing.

I raced up the remaining steps. Up to the clouds, up to nowhere. If I was wrong about this door, it would be a painful fall. But I had discovered that the greatest magic happened when I trusted it, wholly. When I closed my eyes and reached out my hand.

My doubt, my worry, this bruised feeling melted as I reached the threshold.

Power hummed along my bones. Possibilities sang through me.

I opened the wasted door and stepped into the sky.








XLVIII
Tip the Scales




MATILDA

The wasteland was just as I remembered.

Salmon-colored clay rolled into hillocks and vales. Strange trees grew long crooked boughs, their branches clad with eternal leaves. Fireflies drifted aimlessly. The illusion of the creek held steady, babbling with iridescence. The sky still burned like sunset, holding its two suns and four moons and all the stars in the sky.

I savored the wild magic of this place for a moment, my heart thundering from my run up the tower stairs. Any door that opened to nowhere answered to me. They could all bring me here if I wanted, I realized. But then a shiver crept down my spine. I glanced at my belt and saw the Gatekeeper’s eye was almost fully open. Nathaniel had traveled quickly. He was approaching the archway.

I felt time again like a lash across my palm. Like I was mortal. Quickly, I removed the gauntlets from my hands, the greaves from my shins. I let those pieces of armor fall, where they melted into quicksilver puddles on the ground. The chainmail I kept, and it gleamed like hundreds of tiny stars when I broke into a sprint.

Up one hillock, and down into its lavender, rocky vale. Beneath the outstretched arms of trees, and over the serpentine creek with its imaginary water. I followed the path, worn down by thousands of dead feet, my speed only building with each step I took, each breath I drew.

I had been here before with Xan.

And I knew I was almost at the gate.

Up another daunting hill, and then the landscape broke open before me and went flat like a cracked egg.

I could see the wishbone arch; I could taste the taunt of the mists, and how the mere thought of them roused my thirst to a relentless ache. And there, standing at the threshold, gazing into the passage to eternal rest, was Nathaniel.

He still wore his armor from battle. The garments and steel he had worn when he died. He gleamed beneath the suns and moons like a fallen star. Blood continued to drip from his neck, bright as pressed strawberries plucked from the moors. A steady flow that made me think of the river he had been born to.

When the Gatekeeper stepped through the arch to greet him, he flinched.

Wait! My mind was full of commands that had no wings to fly, words that caught in my throat like thorns.

I darted down the hill, my legs warm and strong, my pulse a throb at my temples. Within moments, I had devoured the space between us, and the Gatekeeper lifted her head to regard me in surprise. A wide, skewed smile stole across her face, revealing every pointed tooth in her mouth.

“Herald,” she said. “We meet again.”

My pace slowed to a walk. My skin glistened with perspiration; my hair felt tangled at the nape of my neck.

“Gatekeeper,” I greeted her, before my attention drifted to Nathaniel. He was staring at me, his face flushed, his eyes wide. Gently, I said to him, “Brother.”

I had never called anyone by such a term. I had never spoken with such endearment. And perhaps I surprised myself, most of all.

This was not pretense. This was not an act.

“Sister,” he replied, his posture softening in relief. He moved to stand close to me. “Where … where am I?”

“The wastelands, child,” the Gatekeeper answered before I could. “Haven’t you been told the old myths? Or were you reared in an irreverent hall?”

Nathaniel was quiet. His arm brushed my own but there was no warmth. Only a delicate cold, like frost before dawn.

I thought about who he had been in the living realm. He had been vibrant. Someone who was quick to laugh, brimming with mirth. Someone who loved and listened and defended those he cared for. A mere boy, I thought with a pang, who had just become a man. He had still been growing into his body. There had been far too much ahead of him, a life still eager to be tasted.

“Am I dead?” he asked in a hollow tone.

“Yes,” said the Gatekeeper in a sibilant tone, unable to hide her delight. “Do you not feel the lingering warmth of who you were when you lived? Do you not feel the blow that sent you to me?”

He raised his hand to touch his sliced neck. His fingers came away slick and red with his blood, although I saw the flow was beginning to darken and ease. Soon, he would be bled dry and so thirsty he would crawl to the mists, keen to find rest.

“I thought I heard music,” he said, suddenly wistful. “A harp, urging me to choose between two songs. One that led above and one that led below.”

I held my breath. Yes, he would have heard Enva’s music after he perished. Her songs could guide dead mortals if they chose to become shades, ferrying them either Skyward or to the Underlings. I was relieved, for the first time in my life, that Nathaniel had turned away from her music. He had chosen the silence that came with the wastes.

“Many dead have followed the music to become shades, forgoing the judgment of my gate. But many others have passed through my archway this day,” the Gatekeeper said as she brought forth her golden balancing scales. She set them on the ground before us, the two empty pans chiming, and I had a vague recollection of Xan, desperate to fill one side up with bones. “Although it is rare indeed to have the herald arrive alongside the dead. She must be keen to escort you, mortal boy.”

I frowned. She had said something similar to Xan and me, many years ago.

You may pass into the mists, Xan of Underling. Unless you would prefer to have the herald escort you?

“I have no desire to be a shade in a divine court,” Nathaniel said, interrupting my reveries. There was a hint of fear in his voice. “I would rather you weigh my soul and see if I am worthy of the mists. But how … what must I do?”

“The doing is over,” she said before I could so much as part my lips. “You have spent your time, and now it is mine to judge. Begin at the beginning.”

“The beginning?”

I leaned closer to him. “She wants to hear stories of your life. The moments that have made you. The fears you once had, as well as the victories. The heartaches. The joys. The anger. The regrets.”

She is a glutton, I wanted to add but did not. She is empty and hungry. She wants to be full, and so she craves your stories. Your sins. Your wounds. Your feelings.

Nathaniel did not look confident. It was the first time I had truly seen him appear worried.

“I was born on the river,” he finally said. “During a storm. My mother feared it would flood, and so she refused to leave the tower during her labors. My father was bailing water from the dungeons when I arrived. He was not the first to hold me. My eldest brother was, and he was the one to name me. Nathaniel. A gift.”

To my relief, the Gatekeeper was intrigued. She tossed a small finger digit into the pan.

“Go on,” she said. “I am listening.”

Nathaniel continued sharing fragments of his life. I noticed the Gatekeeper loved the story of his mother, of how she had abandoned them for the Skyward realm. She also reveled in the memory of Grimald’s treachery, although Nathaniel had been so young he had not been in the hall when the betrayal had unfolded. But he could vividly recall the smell of blood, the stench of death. The screams, the anguish.

I listened and watched the pan, how the bones gathered. But the weight was lacking; he needed to give her more to make the pan touch the soil, to outweigh the other side.

His voice was soon hoarse, his stories disjointed.

He was growing weary, thirsty. The blood had ceased dripping from his wound.

“Is that all?” the Gatekeeper asked, her craggy face smoothed by boredom.

She was losing interest. My heart flared in worry.

“I…” Nathaniel glanced at me, haggard.

“Is there anything else you can give her?” I whispered. “Secrets, or stories you have never told another?”

“I have told her everything,” he replied, weary. “I do not want to be here. I do not want to be dead.”

I looked at the scales again, my skin pebbled from the cold. No, I thought. Vincent’s brother would be denied the mists, and I could not bear it. He would have to wander the wastes, parched and lonely. He would be destined to forget who he had been, eventually succumbing to a nightmare.

“Gatekeeper,” I said, drawing her attention. “My brother is young. He was taken long before his time. Surely you account for the years that have been lived?”

“I have spoken with mortals younger than him who have tipped the scales with ease,” she answered with a sigh. “If that is all he has, then I will return to my lair.”

“Wait.” I licked my dry lips. I, too, longed to drink the mists. To slake the thirst I felt, and I was not even dead. “Let me give some of my stories on his behalf. Let them fill the pan as bones.”

The Gatekeeper cocked her head, brow raised over her missing eye socket. Silver hair spilled over her shoulder like a waterfall over pale rocks.

“I have never been asked this,” she said. “Nor has this ever been done. I will need something else from you. A bargain, in exchange for this mercy.”

“Matilda,” Nathaniel rasped. He reached out to take my arm, but I could not feel his touch. Only fingers of ice. “If you give up your stories, then what will happen when you face the mists?”

“I will not face the mists,” I told him. “But if I do, it will be many years from now. I will have plenty of time to gather up new stories.”

My confidence reassured him and amused her. She knew, as I did, that there was always a chance I would face her before I was ready, just as Xan had. Just as my mother had.

“What is your price?” I asked the Gatekeeper. My bluntness could have peeled skin from an unripe fruit, but we had already spent far too much time here, listening to Nathaniel dole out his life for a handful of bones.

I was growing impatient, irritated.

She was pensive as she considered my question. I could nearly see the stars wheeling in the sky behind her, as if she were siphoning their magic. As if she were counting her own ribs and the emptiness she still harbored, imagining what she could demand of me that would fill her like a tide pool.

“Ten years you must give me,” the Gatekeeper finally said. “Ten years by mortal reckoning, beginning the next time you come to the wasteland. Within those ten years, you must serve as my herald. You will have the power to come and go between mist and waste, but you cannot stray back into the world of the living. Not until your service is complete.”

This was unexpected.

Blood thinned to watery gold in my veins, imagining this bargain. I could taste bitter dregs at the back of my throat.

What use could she have of me? What good would a herald be here in the wasteland, in the mists, with those who had died?

Once more, I felt the edge of time.

As an immortal, ten years should be like dust. A mere page in a tome. But I was measuring it by something else now. I was measuring it by Vincent’s breaths.

Inevitably, one day he would stand in this very place.

I decided I could dwell ten years here, but it needed to be after he was gone. After his mortal end had come, and I had seen him safely to the mists.

“Five years,” I was bold enough to barter. “And after those five years are done, I can continue to come and go through the gate of the mists whenever I desire.”

Whenever I wanted to see him again. The gate would not separate us.

Her smile only deepened, carving grooves in her face. She sensed I was hopelessly tangled with something doomed to die. Someone I was fated to love and then lose.

“Seven,” she said. “No less than that, herald, or you will offend me. Furthermore, no one will know of this agreement between us save for me and you. If you try to speak of it before it is fulfilled, your mouth will be silenced. And yes, the mists will never be barred from you. Not if you fulfill the bargain.”

“Then I agree to the seven years of service, so long as my stories hold weight that will see Nathaniel to the mists.”

“Yes, yes. Why shouldn’t they?”

“Swear to it, Gatekeeper.”

“I give you my vow, Matilda. Your stories will hold weight on his behalf. They will see him safely through my gate.”

I had bound her as she had bound me. And I could only hope I would not regret what I had done.








XLIX
What Good Is a Herald for the Dead




MATILDA

I began at the beginning.

I began with my emergence into the world, drenched in ichor and wailing in protest. How I was the daughter of fire, winter, and cunning. How Bade, of all gods, had been the first to hold me close to his heart. How he had granted me my name—mighty in battle—and how I yearned to be his offspring, even as I was not. My blood was both the under realm and the sky. I belonged to each by half but could not claim either fully.

A bone on the scale.

I told her of the alliance my mother had once been a part of. How I would eavesdrop during their nightly meetings, a cupbearer, a mere child with soft skin and countless wonders. How Alva lent me dream scrolls that I devoured in secret.

Another bone.

I spoke of the first dream that had caught my interest. One of a dark-headed boy, chasing after his elder brothers, desperate to fight for the Poet Queen. How he drowned, until the night he dreamt of me and I pulled him from the rapids.

Yet another bone.

The Gatekeeper lapped up my stories as if they were sweetened cream. Her eye brimmed with light, keen for more, more, like I had snapped open a femur and dribbled marrow onto her tongue. At my side, Nathaniel stared at me, just as transfixed. I was telling him pieces that I had never dared to say to another. I was giving them up for him, and in some ways my heart felt wrenched by the offering. In others, I felt as if I would only grow stronger for surrendering these fragments, for they would make space for new tales. I was pruning a tree, feeling its bareness. I was running my fingers through pearls of sap, awaiting new growth.

I had reached the moment when Warin lent me the river shoes. When I was preparing to cross by riverbed and climb a tower to reach Vincent.

The Gatekeeper tossed another bone. This time, it was heavy enough to bring the scale down. It bumped the ground with a chime, and I stopped, mid-sentence.

“Go on,” she prompted me, unaware of what she had just done.

“Another time,” I said, indicating the scales that had tipped in Nathaniel’s favor.

Displeasure rippled across her countenance. I thought she would knock it over and scatter all the bones Nathaniel and I had painstakingly earned, but she only snorted. I was almost flattered that she should be so invested in my past, but then again, my kind has always watched love between divines and mortals with a note of thrill and horror. It is impossible to look away from.

“You will have me for seven years,” I reminded her. “There will be plenty of time for stories then.”

This mollified her.

“You are right,” she said after a long moment. “He may pass into the mists. I deem him worthy, unless you want to escort him elsewhere.”

I could have slid to my knees, weak with relief. Instead, I turned to face Nathaniel.

I had failed to keep him alive in his realm, but I had ensured he would find rest in paradise. He would not wander, lonely. He would have a good place to dwell in the afterlife.

“Will you carry a message for me?” he asked, a tremor in his voice. “It happened so swiftly. I … I did not have time to say goodbye to my brother, and there is more … that I want to tell him.”

His request gave me pause. Not because I did not want to carry his words, but because I had never thought that I would one day be the herald for the dead. Soul-bearer, Adria had called me. Was this what she had seen in me?

I wanted there to be more. The thought of carrying Nathaniel’s dead words back to Vincent, uttering them with my voice, made me stagger.

But I nodded.

“Yes,” I replied, tears welling in my throat. “Yes. I will carry your words back to him.”

Again, imagining it made me feel as if I had outgrown my skin. That when I took a step, it would split open. Everything within me would spill forth, like a breached dam.

“Tell him that I love him,” Nathaniel began. “Tell him that he will be a good lord to our people, as much as he doubts it. Tell him that—”

I held up my hand, halting him. “Wait,” I panted.

He fell quiet, troubled. But beyond him the Gatekeeper was grinning, as if pleased to drink our anguish. She had outplayed me, because she knew something I did not. There was more, I was certain of it. If I belonged to a twelve-point constellation such as Adria had drawn, then I should push my magic to its brink. How would I know its limits if I did not test them? If I did not defy the meek mold I had first cast myself into?

“Do you want to return?” I asked him. “Instead of carrying your words, I will carry your soul there. I know the way back to your realm.”

Nathaniel froze, staring at me. He was now so pale he was almost translucent, his blood dried and cracked like parched earth over his breastplate. But light winked in his eyes, stirred by my question.

“I want to go home,” he said at last. “But how?”

I am not sure, I thought, but only held out my hand. “Take hold of me. You must not let go. Not until we pass through the wasted door.”

Nathaniel did as I asked. His hand touched mine. There was no skin, no warmth. All I felt was a bitter coldness. It sent an ache up my arm that made me shiver.

“At last the herald decides to bear something other than words,” the Gatekeeper drawled, watching us closely. “I wondered when you would attempt it.”

“Then it is possible?” I asked. “I can guide his soul away from here? I can ferry him home?”

“You will have to try it and see if you are strong enough. Do not stray from the path. No matter what greets you, the two of you must go through it together. He must not look behind when he reaches the wasted threshold. And if you let him go along the way, or he lets go of you … he will be lost to the wastes. You must choose now if that is worth it to him.”

I looked at Nathaniel, expecting to find doubt. But he was radiant with the thought of returning.

“I will not let go of you,” he said. And then fainter, as if the hope was sharp edged, “Take me home.”



I did not know what to expect.

At first, the path seemed easy to walk and just as I remembered, like a line on my palm. We left the Gatekeeper and the misty arch behind as we traveled over the hills. My hand ached from the cold of Nathaniel’s fingers, but I did not loosen my grip.

“What shall we tell my brother when we return?” Nathaniel asked.

I pondered it a moment as we climbed another foothill.

“I do not know,” I confessed. “But you must swear to me that you will not tell anyone beyond Vincent what has occurred here.”

Nathaniel was quiet.

I glanced at him, dread knotting in my chest. I had not considered the danger this choice would put me in until now. How rumors and gossip would spread across the mortal realm like thistledown, eventually finding its way to divine courts. And if I was successful in bringing back a soul, defying Orphia and Rowena alike … then who might slay me for such power?

“I will not speak a word to anyone else,” Nathaniel reassured me. “Only Vincent.”

I had to trust him, as much as that went against the grain of my immortality, and I nodded, pulling him along the road. I wanted us to move faster. I could sense someone was watching us, a prickling awareness that made me tense, as if the burls of the trees had become faces. But Nathaniel was weakening. He stumbled to his knees, panting.

“Forgive me,” he rasped. “I have never felt a thirst like this before.”

I continued to hold his hand, waiting for him to recover. He was longing for the mists, and it would only grow worse the farther we traveled from the arch.

“You can drink your fill when we are home,” I told him, drawing him back up to his feet. “An entire river’s worth of water. Come, your brother is waiting for us.”

We walked onward.

I could only wonder how much time had passed in the mortal realm. How long had we been here? Would Nathaniel’s body be rotten by the time we returned? Buried? Burned?

I had not thought of these possibilities. We had squandered time, doling out our stories for bones. I should have realized my power of soul-bearing sooner. And while I was tempted to reach for my sun and lunar disks, dangling on their chains from my belt, I resisted. My focus remained firmly ahead, seeking the wasted door.

Soon, I realized what the Gatekeeper had alluded to.

An archway made of gleaming obsidian sprung up on the path, blocking our way. I came to a halt, Nathaniel close at my side, and we stared into its darkened maw.

“Should we go around it?” he asked.

“No. We cannot leave the path. We must go through it.”

“But where does it lead?”

I had passed through one of these arches in the wastes before. I knew where it would take us, and I tightened my hold on his hand, feeling the cold of his death burn like ice into my bones.

“Do not let go of me,” I warned him.

Nathaniel nodded.

I stepped through the arch first, into the vast scape of his nightmare.



It was mercilessly dark.

Beneath me, the ground was smooth like marble. Somewhere nearby, water dripped continuously. When we moved, our footfalls echoed, as if we were trapped in a cave. I strained my eyes, but I could not see anything save for the faintest of lights in the far distance. A gleam of a beacon that marked the way out.

I set our path to follow it.

“I know this place,” Nathaniel said, awestruck. “I have been here before.”

“Yes, in dreams.” I paused, wondering if it was only the dark he had been afraid of, or if there was more I should prepare for.

No sooner had I thought this than water began to quickly gather on the floor, stirring around our ankles.

“Hurry,” Nathaniel panted. “It will rise, and we—”

A roar drowned out his voice. Water began to pour into the cave like a waterfall, nearly wrenching his hand from mine. I clung to his fingers, pulling him to me, but soon even I lost my footing. We bobbed through the churning salt water, our breaths sharp.

There would be another gate on the other side of the dream, I thought. We just needed to reach it before the nightmare exhausted us or ripped us apart. We needed to reach that distant light.

“Matilda,” Nathaniel panted. I could feel him sinking, fatigued. “I cannot—”

“You must,” I insisted. “There is no choice but to make it to the other side. Come, think of it as a mere swim.”

I had to split my strength, keeping myself afloat as well as him, guiding us across darkness so deep it felt like it was smothering me. But I should not have been surprised that Vincent’s brother would also dream of drowning. That he would dream of being trapped in a cave with rising water and no way out.

The worst was still to come.

We were not alone in the water.

Something slashed my calf, drawing blood. It felt like a claw and I winced, pausing only a beat before I continued to kick my way forward. Another creature wrapped cloying, kelpy fingers around my ankle, yanking. Again, I kicked, but it clung to me, trailing behind me like a banner. I had no way to tear them from my skin; with one hand I cut through water, pulling us forward, and with the other I held on to Nathaniel. Nothing would break my hold on him. No burning salt in my eyes. No flood and no creature of the deep. No aching cold of Death’s sting up my arm.

“I’m sorry,” he rasped.

I realized the water’s creatures were not hurting him. Only me—but he was dead and I was living, wasn’t I? They took delight in scoring me with their teeth and claws. In feeling my flesh bend and break. They licked my blood with their icy tongues, drinking it down until the water smelled sweet.

There was no time here in a dream. It felt like we swam for seasons. For years.

But I had always been good at determining my course. At connecting two points. A starting place to an ending. Distance was not something that daunted me, so long as I could visualize where I wanted to be.

I kept my eyes on that flickering light. Soon, I could discern the gate’s arch. We were almost there, and I stirred the last of my strength to swim the remaining distance.

My head brushed the top of the cave.

Nathaniel did not need the air, but I did. And Warin’s river shoes held no power here.

I gasped in as much air as my lungs would hold, and I eased us down below the surface. The creatures swarmed thick around me, cutting my face, yanking my hair. Still, they could not stop my course. We were almost there. I could see the light of the wasteland again, the remaining stretch of path we needed to take …

Nathaniel jerked in the water.

His hand began to slip from mine. I felt it with a twist of my heart. How the cold shade of him was fading away.

And all I could hear was Vincent’s voice. A deep baritone in my ear.

Remain at my brother’s side.

I clung to his icy fingertips, teeth bared, desperate. I let the creatures gather and teem around me. They set their fangs and their claws into my body, deep to the bone, but I did not let go of him, not even as the pain turned incandescent, unbearable.

I ached as Death’s chill returned with a vengeance. My right arm had gone numb from it, my fingers stiff. I nearly wondered if I had died here and not realized it, but Nathaniel held to me as I held to him, and I dragged us, lungs smoldering, through the nightmare’s gate.



It spilled us onto the road.

We sprawled boneless, drenched and gasping.

I was still bleeding. Close to me, a sob broke the quiet. Nathaniel laid his head on the ground, his shoulders shuddering.

I did not know if I could walk the rest of the way. I had never felt so tired, and my wounds seemed slow to heal. I wondered if they would leave half-moon scars behind; I envisioned myself as Bade, a goddess marked by the years and my own recklessness.

For what sort of divine would risk their strength, their beauty, their power for mortal kind?

I held Nathaniel’s hand, even though I could no longer feel my own. But then I roused what little strength I had to look ahead, blinking away the sting of salt water, the pressing memory of darkness.

And there, as if it had moved to greet us, eager to see us home, was the wasted door. Before I could encourage him with its nearness, Nathaniel spoke.

“Do you remember when I asked you why you chose Vincent’s dreams?”

“Yes,” I said. “I remember.”

“Well, I realize now that I was wrong.”

“In what way?”

“Because you were also in mine. I dreamt that nightmare a hundred times as a child. I had nearly forgotten about it until just now, but once, I dreamt that I was not alone. Someone was holding my hand, pulling me through the water.” Nathaniel opened his eyes to look at me. He was so faint I thought he might evanescence, until he smiled. “It was you.”








L
This Is a Dream … Awaken




VINCENT

I sat beside Nathaniel’s body in the sepulcher, in the very heart of the fortress, watching the light fade.

It had been a full day since my brother had died on the bridge, and his body was beginning to rot. He had been washed and prepared for burial, dressed in his finest raiment, a woven crown of river blythe on his brow. His pale hands were folded over the hilt of his sword. For a moment, I could almost fool myself into thinking he was merely sleeping, until I drew air and tasted Death.

It was time to close and lock the sepulcher’s door. But something had prevented me from giving that order. My denial, my grief? I could not be certain.

All I could do was tell myself to breathe through the pain.



I had spent the hours sitting at his side, watching time pass as sunlight shifted over the threshold, as darkness swelled and receded like the sea along the coast.

Alyse had visited, trying to coax me out of the tomb with something to eat, drink.

I could not bear to swallow anything.

Hyacinthe had also visited at my request, to give an update on the wounded and the prisoners we had taken. The knight who had killed my brother after he had pretended to surrender, who was chained far below our feet.

A terrible fate awaited him.

My uncle’s camp was still planted on the bank, but the day had passed quietly. We had entered an interlude, a sennight where no battle could commence, allowing us both time and space to bury and mourn our dead.

Edric had also visited me, standing in the sepulcher’s doorway, looking the most concerned I had ever seen him. There were new marks on the man’s brow as if the past few days had aged him a full decade. Hugh and his warriors had arrived at last, he told me. They were helping by digging graves on the western side of the river.

As for Matilda … she had vanished. I did not know where she had gone, or if she would ever return. There was a side of me that wanted to fold myself in steel. To prepare to never see her again, or at least not for another thirteen years. Why had she left when she did? Could she not even spare a moment to speak with me?

I felt the space grow vast between us.

She traveled to realms I could never reach. She evanesced into wind. She slipped through hidden doorways, thriving in shadowed places underground. She breathed beneath water and walked across riverbeds into swirling darkness that had never felt light.

I knew, in that twilit moment, that she was far away.

But there was another side of me that I nursed like a broken bone. She had promised to give me an answer and see this conflict through. She had swallowed my words, letting them hide between her ribs. It was dangerous for men to hold her too closely; had she not said this to me? Even as she had lain in my arms?

I told myself to let her go.

Let her go.



I closed my eyes, arms crossed over my chest, my legs numb from sitting. Weariness was creeping over me like a shroud. I could not remember the last full night I had slept, nor the last time I had truly eaten. I wanted to survive on air and spite and what ifs. I wanted to shake my brother—Awaken! This is a dream!—but the truth—that sweet rot of Death—continued to keep me sharpened to this new reality.

Nathaniel was dead.

I had lost my last brother.

I was alone.

The torchlight drew a flurry of white-winged moths. I watched them dance around the flames; the air chilled as darkness spread a star-flecked cloak along the ground. I was dozing when I thought I heard another’s breath, close to me. Someone was drawing air as I was exhaling.

Bleary-eyed, I focused on the torch fire. The moths with their frantic flap of wings. The susurration of wind beyond the gaping doorway.

No one was with me; I must have imagined the second breath. But when my eyes grew heavy … the sound came again, a deep sigh that filled the chamber.

Warily, I studied the shadows. The darkness that seemed to bleed in the corners, lapping at the firelight. But there was nothing living within them. Nothing moved, save for Nathaniel’s fingers on the hilt.

They were trembling, flexing.

I rose.

My heart was pounding as I stared at my brother’s hands. They seemed to be shaking off cobwebs, as if they had never been dead but sleeping, and that was when I saw his chest rising and falling. He was breathing, and I knew I must be dreaming. I had fallen asleep, and I did not dare to hope, not until I stepped closer and saw that Nathaniel’s milk-white pallor was fading. Color was returning to his face, as if blood thrummed through his veins again.

Awaken, I commanded myself. And yet there was nothing to wake from. I stood in the land of the living, in the waking world, and my brother was not dead.

“Nathaniel?” My voice was rough as split wood.

My brother froze. Breath suspended, hands poised elegantly over the hilt. I could do nothing but watch, afraid to blink for fear I would lose him again. Desperation spread through me like tangled tree roots.

“Nathaniel?” I said again, stronger this time.

A sudden gust blew into the sepulcher, carrying the river’s fragrance. One of the torches extinguished with a hiss, leaving a trail of thick smoke behind. The hair rose on my arms as I watched Nathaniel’s eyes open, his pupils blown wide and dark as new moons.

“Where is she?” he asked. His voice was nothing like I remembered. It was harsh, ragged.

“Who?” I whispered. “Who do you speak of?”

He paused. I worried he would slip away from me again and I dared to reach out and take his hand. He was cold, stiff. I willed the warmth to reach his fingers.

At last, he looked at me.

“Matilda.”








LI
Open Your Eyes




VINCENT

I returned to the place I had last seen her.

Maiden Bridge was still scarred from battle. Blood sat like permanent shadows; flames had left behind charred rings in the wood. The moon hung above like an omen as I stood where Nathaniel had died. I had seen Matilda not long after he had breathed his last in my arms. She had walked through the knights, her red cloak providing something for my eyes to fixate on before she had disappeared.

I had wanted to call her name.

I had wanted her to touch me, to remain with me, and I had wrestled with that agony because she had not. She had left me aching, alone, or so I had thought.

Now, I knew where she had gone.

Nathaniel could barely speak of it, but when I had seen him bathed and dressed and fed before the hearth fire of his room, he had told me bits and pieces. Enough for me to draw a faint illustration of where he had gone, and how Matilda had followed.

“She gave her stories for me. At the gate,” he had said, his voice strained. “She held on to me, even in the darkness. In the water. She would not let me go.”

Overcome, I had left him to rest.

The hours passed as I remained on the bridge, listening to the river flow onward. I stood at the altar she had made, a broken tower and a gate of rubble. When I exhaled, my breath was a vapor, ephemeral. Winter was prowling closer, and my eyes inevitably rose to the night—crisp, cold, and punctured with hundreds of stars.

I found Matilda’s constellation. A familiar glimmer in the western sky that I could have drawn with my eyes closed. But it was not as I knew it to be. Another constellation had woken in the sky just below hers, as if they had been dead embers, waiting for wind to stir them.

Frowning, I studied the unknown stars, wondering if a new divine had been born. And if so, who were they?

My thoughts were interrupted by pebbles cascading down the tower.

There was movement on what remained of Fury. A person etched in moonlight. They were climbing down to reach the bridge as if they were in pain. My heart quickened when I took a step forward.

It was her.

As soon as I recognized Matilda, she slipped.

“No.”

The word escaped me as a strangled whisper. I lunged forward to meet her, a beat later realizing this was a mortal reflex. To think the ground would shatter her, as if she were the same flesh as me. To think I could catch her.

I sprinted forward all the same. Even with my speed, I was too slow, and she hit the mountain of rubble that had become Fury’s Gate, rolling down its slope. Stones scattered, following her path down to the bridge, where she lay prone, unmoving.

“Gods,” I swore, falling to my knees. “Matilda?”

She did not move. My hands shook as I turned her over. Skeins of damp hair tangled across her face. Gently, I shifted the snarls away until I could see her closed eyes, her lashes fanning across her cheeks like dark fringe. Her mouth, slightly open as she breathed, shallow and labored. The slender point of her nose.

There were small cuts on her face, at the corners of her lips. Bruises that gleamed gold beneath her skin. Her blood trickled, luminous, in the starlight. Her clothes were drenched, crinkled with brine from the sea.

Where have you been?

“Open your eyes,” I whispered, and I did not hide my desperation this time. How my voice threatened to break. “Look at me, Red.”

What she would see if she did. If she could trace my face in all its unguardedness. For I could not hide it from her any longer. Let her see me, I thought, if she would only open her eyes.

She stirred, her eyes fluttering open. There was a glaze of weariness within her—she almost looked mortal—but she met my gaze and held it. A sigh unspooled from her.

“Vincent,” she said in a pitch so low I almost could not hear it.

“Yes?” I bent closer, until I could feel her breath fan across my face.

She closed her eyes again, but she rested beneath the caress of my hand.

“Your brother…?”

“He is home, returned from the dead.” I tucked a loose thread of hair behind her ear. There was more I wanted to ask, more I wanted to say, but I held the words captive.

“Will you take me somewhere safe?” she said.

I gathered her into my arms.

She smelled familiar to me. I wanted to bury my face in her neck, in her hair. And for a moment, our hearts were young again.

It was only me and her.

The warmth of her body seeping into me.

The stars, casting us in silver.

I carried her to my bedchamber.








ACT FOUR
WE DREAM OF WHAT COULD BE









LII
Stay




MATILDA

I woke in a bed that was not mine.

Late-morning sun poured in through the open window. Beams of buttery light spilled across the green coverlet when I shifted my legs, the sheets soft as a cloud against my bare skin. A fire was crackling in the hearth, and hints of woodsmoke and fresh-cut herbs stained the air. It was a peaceful scene to wake to, as if I had just found myself transported to a different realm entirely. One that was still tucked away and hidden between stars, overlooked by gods.

I sighed, content.

I did not know how long I had slept, but there was no fear lurking within me. I had never felt so refreshed, and as I sat forward, I caught sight of him sitting at his desk.

Vincent’s hair was unbound, its dark waves brushing his shoulders. He was wearing a simple blue tunic with leather patches sewn over the elbows, and his favorite pair of trousers. Beneath the desk, his feet were bare. His hands were ink-stained; he was preoccupied with his writing, the nib of his quill scratching words across parchment, and I could just see the edge of his sharp-cut profile, washed in light.

He felt my gaze and set down his quill to look at me, the shadows shifting over his face.

“Good morning.”

I wanted to reply but my thirst became an intense throb in my throat. I glanced down at my arms. My right one still ached from the cold, but my skin had healed. There were no more bruises, no more cuts. I almost wanted there to be scars. Marks for me to trace with my fingertips. Something to reassure me that it had not all been a fever dream.

I had brought a soul back from the dead.

“How long did I sleep?” I asked.

Vincent rose. He must have heard the crack in my voice; he poured a cup of water and brought it to me, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“You slept all night, and most of the morning today,” he replied, watching me drink. “How do you feel?”

I swallowed, thankful to feel the water trickle through me. “I feel fine.”

“You took a hard fall from the tower. Do you remember?”

“Yes.”

He had called me Red again, and I had liked it.

But now there were endless questions in his eyes. I could see them, glinting like golden coins at the bottom of a river.

“Your brother?” I said, an anxious beat in my chest.

“He woke in his sepulcher, as if he had only been sleeping.” Vincent fell silent, as if measuring what words to say, and which ones to withhold. “He told me bits and pieces of what he had seen. Of how you guided him home through the wasteland.”

I hesitated, glancing away. “Yes. And no one must know. This must remain between the three of us.”

I did not have to explain why—how my life would be forfeit should my fellow gods learn I had more power than they realized. How enticing my stars would suddenly become. None of the divines had seen a herald as a threat, but a soul-bearer? That was magic they would want for themselves.

Vincent already knew. I could see the worry carve itself across his brow. The light in his eyes dimmed.

“We will keep this secret,” he said, and I believed him. When he saw me shiver, he added, “Shall I heat the water for your bath?”

I nodded. While he stepped into the adjoining chamber, I pulled the coverlet away. I was wearing a chemise. The one I had donned for our wedding night. My belt and cloak were draped over a nearby chair, as was my chainmail.

Vaguely, I recalled the night before, how Vincent had helped me remove the armor. How he had wiped away the dried ichor from my skin, noticing my every bruise, my every wound. How he had drawn the chemise up to my shoulders and laid me down into the center of his bed.

I will be here, by the fire, should you need me.

The last thing I remembered had been him. How he had sat before the hearth limned in dusky light, a book upon his lap, close enough to hear me if I should call out.

I had never felt so safe as I had in that moment.

Sleep had come for me, swiftly.

I mulled over that until he returned to me a few moments later, fragrant steam following him from the bath, and I realized how weak I still was when I stood. My legs were sore when I took a faltering step.

Vincent’s hand took mine as I gracelessly wobbled. He held me steady, and that lingering cold began to melt away.

“I will send for some food while you bathe,” he said, leading me into the next chamber. “Any requests for Cook?”

“At this point, I will eat anything,” I replied, taking in the oddly shaped room.

It was dimly lit by candles and a small crescent moon window that welcomed in a slant of sunshine. The air was warm and sultry, full of steam that tasted like lavender, rosemary, and sandalwood, and the blue tiles beneath my feet were blissfully warm. At the center was a generous copper tub, brimming with hot water. A bed of glowing coals, which Vincent had stoked, was directly beneath it. Clever, I thought, although a part of me missed the underground rill I had once bathed in.

He released my hand as I stepped closer to the tub. I noticed the different squares of soap that sat on a small table, and the sea sponge to scrub with.

“Do you need me to stay?” Vincent asked.

He was being polite, attentive to my weariness. But I wondered what he would do if I said yes.

I did not need him, but I wanted him.

And yet I could not afford to be soft, especially after the wasteland, which had left me feeling vulnerable, like a page that had started to rip. I worried that if I felt his hands on my skin, if I felt his breath tangle with mine, I would rend completely.

“No,” I said.

He bowed his head and stepped away, leaving me alone in the chamber, the door clicking shut between us.

I unrobed and stepped into the bath, savoring the sting of hot water. How it soaked into me like a balm, chasing away the last nip of Death’s chill from my bones.

I washed my hair and scrubbed my skin, and then I let myself lean back, my neck supported on the edge of the tub. I could stay here for a while, perfectly content, and I was watching the steam rise, my thoughts languid, when I heard the door creak.

“Vincent?”

The steam had grown thick as fog. I could not see through its veil, and I sat forward when I saw there was a shadow approaching.

“Not quite,” a voice replied, familiar and feminine and deeply amused. “It is I. Your friend.”

Those words echoed through me, stirring up an old memory that tasted like ash. I did not breathe as Alva emerged through the steam, gemstones glittering in her long blond hair. She stood beside the tub, gazing down at me, her eyes round and piercing as an owl’s. I was not ashamed of my nakedness, but my throat, my chest … I had nothing to protect myself.

“Why are you here?” I demanded.

“You sound so pleased to see me,” she countered wryly. “Although look at you, fitting in so well with mortal kind. Wearing their clothes, eating their food, sleeping in their beds.”

“What do you want, Alva?”

“I want to speak with you. Is that so difficult to believe?”

“Speak, then.”

She leaned closer. I could smell the under realm, how its sweet, dank air had seeped into her dress.

“What is it like, Matilda?” she asked, her smile growing sharper. “What is it like in the wasteland?”

I was no longer safe here. My heart lodged in my throat as I shot up, the water spilling over the side of the tub, before she could grab me. My knees and palms hit the tiles; dazed, I scrambled to my feet, taking hold of one of the candelabras. Candles tumbled to the floor, their beeswax breaking, their flames extinguishing as I wielded the iron like a weapon. Turning, I faced her as she sauntered close, but she seemed amused by my antics. By how quick I had been to fight.

“How little you trust me,” Alva said with a cluck of her tongue. “I was your ally once, remember?”

I did not reply. I only stared at her, water dripping from my hair.

“My brother wants to see you below,” she finally announced. “As do I. Come and find us.”

With that, she vanished.

I was left reeling, the candelabra trembling in my hands.

How much does she know? My thoughts circled like buzzards. There was a chance she was only trying to intimidate me, hoping I would spill my secrets out of fear. But if she knew I had been in the wasteland, did she also know I had brought back a soul?

She was the goddess of dreams and nightmares. She must have seen me guiding Nathaniel’s soul through the dark waters. But the Gatekeeper had also told me Alva had never been able to find the gate to the mists. She would not have witnessed the exchange there, but she had enough information to piece together what my magic had done.

“Matilda?”

Vincent’s voice broke through the fog. I could hear him; I could feel his hands touching me. My shoulder, my cheek. But I could not see him.

“You’re dreaming,” he said. “Wake up.”

I gasped awake.

I was still sitting in the tub, my neck supported on the copper edge. The water was warm, but the steam had died down. My fingers were pruned, my skin was flushed.

Vincent was kneeling beside me, his eyes intent as he studied my face. His hand slid from my shoulder, and I shivered.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

No, I wanted to say. But I nodded and rose, the water sluicing down my body.

It had not been only a dream. Alva had found me in sleep, stepping into my mind as seamlessly as I stepped through wasted doorways. And I had been too weary, too distracted, to realize it.

I shivered again and Vincent brought a blanket around me.

“Come,” he said, taking my hand and drawing me back into his bedchamber. “The meal is here. I’ve set it before the fire. And there are clothes for you, in my wardrobe.”

I could hardly remember my hunger. My stomach now felt knotted from Alva’s appearance.

I stared at the meal Vincent had arranged for me before the hearth. Dark bread, soft cheese, roasted fish with sliced apples, shining with honey. And yet I turned away from it, my mind racing ahead of me.

My brother wants to see you below.

What could Dacre possibly want with me?

“I need to leave,” I said, moving to the wardrobe.

“Leave?”

Vincent was quick to follow me. When I reached out to touch the wardrobe door, his hand found mine again, pressing my palm to the wood, our fingers splayed and tangled together. He stood at my back, barely grazing me. But how the hair stood on my arms, as if lightning teemed in our blood.

“You have only just returned to me,” he said in my ear, low and gruff. “And I have sat at your side through the night, full of wonders and questions and agonies. I have longed to speak with you. Please … do not leave yet.”

My throat went narrow. I felt an ache in my ribs, the very place where his words still hid, waiting for me to fulfill them. But I let myself sink into the present time, no longer looking ahead or ruminating on where I had just been.

I loved the feel of his hand on mine. The calluses of his skin, the strength of his grip. The way he smelled like wild herbs and wind. He held me to his realm like an anchor, and I savored the pull of his breath in my hair. The promising warmth of his presence at my back.

He must have taken my silence for indecision. I was glad that he could not see my face, how the pleasure rippled through me to feel him so close, to feel him ache for me.

“Stay,” Vincent whispered. “Stay with me a little while longer.”

“How long?” I countered, and my voice betrayed me. I was breathless, and he heard it.

His grip on my hand only tightened, and the hint of pain was welcomed, waking a dark fire in my blood. But then he relinquished me, his fingers sliding away from mine. He stepped back; the air swarmed between us, cold.

“However long you can give me, Red.”








LIII
Bury or Burn




VINCENT

We sat across from each other before the hearth and shared the meal. Matilda still wore the blanket draped over her shoulders, and her hair was damp and tangled, reluctantly drying. Upon first glance, she looked the most mortal I had ever seen her—flushed from bathwater, comfortable in her skin. She looked like she had been born here, a girl who had grown up swimming in the river and harvesting blythe from the rocks.

I could have fooled myself until I looked closer at her, sunshine bright across her face, dust motes spinning in the air around her. As with all divines, she was beautiful in a way that robbed breath and stole into dreams. I had always thought such of her, even when we were children. And if this chamber was a pool, she was a pebble tossed within its quiet waters. Her presence had weight; the very air seemed to gather around her.

I would know she was near, even in the darkness.

And I had never desired to be a god, to wield power as one, but in that moment, I longed to halt time. I would have made an interlude for us, a space when the hour lost its bite and the sun stood still. We could simply breathe and let ourselves unravel this knot between us, slowly.

Our fingers brushed as we both reached for the bread.

Matilda smiled at me. That is when I knew I was doomed, knee-deep in this quandary.

I loved her.

I had loved her for a long time and I did not know what to do about it.

“Why did you do it, Red?” I whispered, unable to hold the words any longer. “Why did you bring my brother back? Why go through so much trouble?”

“I did it for you,” she replied.

My heart tumbled through me. I felt like glass, eager to break, and I had to glance away from her, setting my attention on the fire. But I thought about all the cuts and bruises that had been on her the night before, when I had helped her undress. She had been so weary I thought it unlikely she would remember, but I had wiped away her blood, watching her wounds knit themselves together. I knew that wherever she had been, whatever she had done, had been costly to her.

“Is this something you can do again?” I asked, swallowing. “For another mortal? For a divine who is killed?”

“Yes.”

“What is it like in the wastes?”

I listened as she told me of the landscape, how wasted doors shifted their thresholds when she touched them. She told me of the Gatekeeper, the stories my brother had shared, and the scales he had needed to tip in favor of the mists.

“Nathaniel mentioned that you also gave stories for him at the gate,” I said. “What did he mean by that?”

“Oh. Yes.” Matilda brushed crumbs from her lap. She suddenly seemed evasive, as if she did not want to answer me. “I gave him some stories of mine, to help the scales fall. But that is when I realized we did not need to do that. I could bring him back in my own power, and I should have seen it sooner, before I—”

She cut herself off.

“Before you did what?” I asked gently.

“I merely mean that I had this power all along, and I should have felt it, wielded it, before now.”

There was something she was not telling me. I did not know why she felt the need to withhold it, but I did not press. Instead, I said, “Is that why new stars have woken in the sky?”

She went very still, as if I had cast a charm over her.

“New stars?” she echoed. “Where?”

“Beneath your constellation. I noticed them last night.”

Matilda shot to her feet. She began to pace the room, clutching the blanket to her chest.

“That must be what Alva wants to speak with me about,” she murmured, and that name curdled the air.

Whatever had been between us—this moment that we had frozen in time—melted quickly. The sun was sinking in her descending arc. The day was growing older. Time would not stop for us. I rose stiffly to my feet.

“Alva?” I said.

Matilda seemed not to hear. She was already kilometers away from me in her mind, and she returned to the wardrobe. This time I did not follow her, and she opened the doors, gazing at the clothes within. Half were mine, half were hers. She let the blanket fall away—her fair skin gleamed in the light—and I turned to the window, unable to breathe.

“How long?” I asked. “How long will you be gone this time? When can I expect you to return?”

I listened to her dress. The soft rustle of the chemise. The clink of beadwork on a bodice.

“I do not know,” she confessed. “When do you need me again?”

When did I need her? I needed her now, and yet I could not bear to say it. To lay myself so bare.

“The mourning sennight will end in five days,” I said. “That is when the conflict will resume. I do not know what Grimald plans next, but Hugh Delavoy is here with his warriors.”

“Good. I should be back well before five days.”

I could hear those strange slippers of hers tap over the floor as she walked closer. I had chosen not to remove them from her feet last night, because I had never seen her without them.

“Can you help me with this?” she asked.

I turned to see she was at a loss with the draws of her bodice, the ribbons hanging limp in her hands. I took them and pulled, watching the crosshatching tighten. She reached out to take hold of my forearms, her breaths skipping like stones over water.

“Is that enough, or do you want more?” I asked.

Her hands fell away from me. Whatever she had been about to say, I would never know. Fireflies winked to life around her. She stared at them as they hovered, their glow reflecting in her eyes.

“Tell him I am coming,” she said, and I heard the slight hitch in her voice, as if she were anxious.

The fireflies relented, vanishing one by one. If I had not been standing before a goddess, I would have thought I had imagined them.

“My father,” Matilda explained to me. “He has just summoned me to court.”

I nodded, although my chest went taut. She did not look at ease, and I remembered what she had once told me of Thile. For all their shared blood, he was not an ally of hers.

“Shall I come with you?” I asked. My voice was light—she would hear it and believe I was only jesting—but I could not deny how those words felt like burs, catching in my throat.

Matilda surprised me. She reached out and caressed my face, her hand warm, gentle. I closed my eyes, leaning into her softness, her strength.

“If there was a way,” she whispered, “I would take you with me.”

We both knew I would never walk divine realms at her side. Unless I became a shade or a vassal, shackled to the will of the gods, and I knew she would never allow that. Nor would I ever become immortal, as Adria’s fate had been. That impossibility had happened once; myths like those were steeped in such magic they would never repeat themselves.

I would always be mortal, beholden to time and age and seasons. I would die, and Matilda would live on.

“I know,” I said, looking at her again.

There was such sadness within her. I could not bear to see her sorrow, and I smiled to hide the ache I felt.

“May I write to you while you are away?” I asked. “As soon as you leave, I am certain there is something I will think of that I will need to tell you.”

“You know how to reach me?”

“If you are below, bury my words. If you are above, I should burn them. To be safe, I should do both at once, because I can never know exactly where you are.”

“Yes,” she said. “I would welcome any words of yours.”

“And what if I wish to hear from you in return? What if I long for your words to reach me while you are away?”

Her hand slipped from my face. But I was certain that she left a mark behind on me. I was convinced that anyone who looked upon my countenance would know her hand had been there.

“That is not the way magic flows,” she said with a hint of exasperation. “You can think of it as the river. Would you wake one morning to find the Wyndrift no longer flowed south but to the north?”

“But you are the herald of the gods, Red. You carry words in your hands. You bear them for everyone else. Why not find a way to send your own?”

“I … that is not how it is done.”

“Have you tried?” I asked.

Matilda was quiet, but I could see that veil coming between us again. Her mind was churning with deep, dark thoughts.

“I must leave,” she said abruptly, moving to the chair where her moonstone belt and enchanted cloak waited for her.

Our interlude of stolen moments had ended.

This time, I let her go without another word.








LIV
What Flies Must Fall




MATILDA

I arrived at my father’s villa in the sky, breathless and windblown and wearing mortal clothes. I did not bother to change them this time. The wool smelled like Vincent, like the cedar and pine from his wardrobe, and I stepped into the hall, preparing to be met by revelry and dancing. I expected to find it as I always had, with music pouring from silver flutes, and a feast set along the low-slung tables. With fragrant smoke rising from the braziers, and a warm gust stirring the white drapes that hung between columns.

But what I encountered was a silent court. A gathering of Skywards who seemed to be waiting for my arrival, all of them expectant, wide-eyed, and hushed. I felt their keen gazes as I walked through the crowd. There was Luz with raindrops gleaming in her hair. At her side was Warin, who was smirking behind a goblet of nectar. There was Shale, regarding me with sorrow, as if he knew what was coming.

I could only think of the stars awakening in the sky. The other half of my constellation at last making itself known.

Thile watched my approach from the dais, but his face was inscrutable. There was no sign of emotion, no wrinkle of expression to mar his cold beauty. There was nothing by which I could guess his thoughts and then chart my own plan in preparation.

I came to a halt before him and bowed, feeling as if I were a sapling, green and tender, preparing to bend but not break.

“Father,” I greeted him, lifting my eyes to meet his once more. “I received your summoning. What message may I carry for you?”

Thile was quiet, regarding me for a long, uncomfortable spell. Rings glittered on his fingers as he tapped his nails against the marble throne. He pressed his lips together, and I inwardly braced myself.

Bend, but do not break.

“Where have you been, daughter?” he asked, and his voice was resonant, claiming every corner of the hall. The sound coasted across my skin like a blade, leaving a shiver behind. “I summoned you a full day ago, by mortal time. You were nowhere to be found.”

I swallowed. No, I thought. I was in the wasteland.

“Forgive me,” I said, my cadence light, golden, as if it were impossible for me to deceive my own father. “I was below.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to drown me. I struggled to breathe deeply; my lungs felt as if they had withered. And then came a voice that made my teeth clink together.

“Was this before you stole the eithral’s eyes, or after?”

Warin.

My father’s gaze flickered beyond me to look at him. I refused to give Warin my attention.

“What does he speak of?” I asked. “I have stolen no eyes.”

But my heart dropped like a stone. I knew why my father had called his court. Why they had all been waiting for my arrival.

Thile’s focus returned to me. “He speaks of the mortal battle you waged on the river. The battle you fought for that irreverent husband of yours.”

“I am permitted to wage war for that which is mine,” I said, heat in my words. I could not help it; my anger had been stoked by Warin’s outburst. “I can defend such things when they are threatened.”

“Indeed. But you have committed a crime, Matilda. You not only wielded the Skyward sight before mortal kind, breaking your vow to this court and exposing our secret, but you performed it on an eithral. Those monsters belong to the deep. There is a reason why we do not trespass within their minds and take hold of them.”

Thile was alluding to how easy it was to lose oneself within the creature. And how well I knew that now, having felt my name peel away like a sycamore’s bark. How endless and dark the eithral’s hunger had been when I had merged my perception with hers.

But I also saw the faintest of lines crease my father’s brow as he spoke. This was not just about me breaking my word and exposing our kin’s secret. That was just the flourish—the crime that could be seen. The root of the matter was this: I had wielded an eithral’s sight and had come away from it, whole. I had harnessed such power, which meant I could do it again.

My father was threatened by it.

And when he rose from his throne, I knew the worst was coming.

“This crime must be answered,” he said, holding out his hand. “I must correct you before the court to ensure that it never happens again.”

It did not matter that I had been perfect up until that moment. That I had striven to please him, always, and to respect the Skywards. To earn a place amongst them by serving as their herald. I had been privately scolded before, but never publicly shamed. Apprehension snaked through me as I waited, wondering how humiliating, how painful this punishment would be. A human vassal emerged from the shadows to bring my father a whip. Its multiple tails were laden with fragments of glass and something else that caught my attention, scintillating in the light. As Thile descended the stairs, I realized what those gleaming pieces were.

Eithral scales.

My vision narrowed as I counted four of them. Four scales, woven into the whip. Blood rushed through me, draining from my face. I felt faint, my balance wavering.

This was where the other scales had gone.

My father possessed them, and had most likely had them all along, concealing their presence until the right moment arrived. And that moment was me, his daughter and her broken vow.

How fitting, I thought darkly, that these missing scales would render my punishment. I thought of the scale that had once glittered on our tabletop with all the forbidden Skyward coins. I thought of my mother and her shorn neck. The sound the scale had made when Phelyra had thrust it through her throat.

I did not know how to prepare myself for such public agony.

Fear I had never known struck a chord deep within me, begging me to run. I was swift; I could slip away into the wasteland. A place none of them—not my father, not Warin—could reach unless they were dead. Even then, I would hold power over them. I could ferry their souls, if I so desired.

But my bargain with the Gatekeeper rose like a blister on my heel. I was not ready for that seven-year sentence.

I would not run this time.

As my father closed the distance between us, the whip tails clinking over the floor, I strangely thought of Bade. His voice came to me as a whisper. Words he had spoken to me on the tower.

When one of our kind loves something that is mortal … there is always a sacrifice that must be made. Although perhaps you just began to pay it.

He had not been wrong. I prepared myself to pay again, and again, in the days to come. I wondered if there would be anything left of me by the end.

“Father,” I said. “May I ask something of you?”

Thile paused, two steps away. He loomed over me, and perhaps that is why he permitted me to speak further. I did not seem so threatening in his shadow. He inclined his head, waiting.

“There is a salt vow,” I began, ignoring the ache in my heart. “I must break it before my punishment commences.”

“Foul!” Warin cried out. “Lord, she is going to run! She will use this excuse to escape her punishment.”

“Peace,” Thile boomed. At last, his patience with Warin had worn thin. Quieter, to me, he said, “I did not know you had a salt-sworn ally.”

I nodded, envisioning Bade. He had come for me when I was in distress on the tower roof. My fear, my broken skin, the drip of my ichor had summoned him to my side. I could not imagine how this disgrace—this whipping—would affect him, but there was no doubt that he would sense my anguish, even if we were in different realms. He would have no choice but to find his way to me, and if he managed it, he would be in danger, standing in his enemy’s court.

“If you will allow me to go and revoke the vow,” I said, “I will return for the punishment.”

My father was quiet, considering.

There must have been a shard of curiosity within him. Maybe even jealousy, when he thought of me having an ally below. One so bound to me they would feel the pain my father was about to wreak upon my body.

“You may go and break the vow,” he announced at last, provoking a flurry of murmurs within the court. “But you must return here by sunset, mortal time, for your punishment. If you fail to appear, I will put a bounty on your head, and you will know no rest or peace or safety until you have paid for your crimes. Do you understand, Matilda?”

“I heed you, Father,” I said. “I will return by sunset.”

Thile’s gaze drifted to someone behind me. I thought it was Warin again, no doubt angry at my delayed scourging, but then I felt the cool mist of Shale’s presence as he stepped up to my side.

“I will escort her, lord,” said Shale humbly.

“Good.” My father handed his whip back to the vassal, wiping his palm on his glittering robes. “Go with her, now.”

He knew that I could not evade the wind.

And I took the hand Shale offered me.








LV
Then Break It




MATILDA

I found Bade in his forge.

He stood at the anvil, his scarred face illumined by the flames. The rich light drew copper from his beard and streams of silver from his long plaited hair. I forgot how old he was sometimes, until I saw him in his element, and he made the world around him seem young when he breathed, when he moved.

He quenched a smoldering blade in a cask of water. The smoke hissed and billowed, dancing around him. He had not noticed me yet, and I took that moment to study his domain, prey to nostalgia.

“Where is Hem?” I asked.

Bade glanced at me sharply, frowning. Anyone else would have shrunk beneath such a scowl, but I knew him well. He was surprised but pleased to see me.

“Gone,” he said, setting the blade aside. He removed his leather gloves next, turning to devote his full attention to me.

“Gone?” I stepped closer, until I could feel the heat of the fire. “To the market? To court?”

“To home.”

I was not expecting such an answer. I stared up at him. He held my gaze, unwavering.

“I released him,” Bade explained with a sigh. “Years ago, by mortal reckoning. He had served me well, but it was time for him to return to his own realm. To take a lover, should he want it. To make his own weapons in his own forge.”

I remembered that Hem had been absent when I had raced below to ask for Bade’s aid in battle. When all the under realm had been captive to sleep.

“You disapprove?” Bade said.

“No. I simply did not expect it.” But perhaps I should have. Bade had changed in small measures since I had first met him. Once, he had been ruthless, cold, bloodthirsty, unleashing his power across the mortal realm, unfeeling to the humans who were caught in his maelstrom. Now, he seemed softer.

“I thought I heard your voice.”

I turned to see Adria had arrived. She stood beneath the jeweled lintel that led into the burrow, her face radiant as the moon on a clear night.

“Adria,” I greeted her. “I have come for a short visit. I will not—”

“Oh, you should stay and share a meal with us! I have one set out on the table. Bade? Convince her to join us.”

Bade cocked his brow at me. “Stay,” he said simply.

“Am I a hound, then?” I countered with half a smile.

“In case you forget, hounds have sharp teeth and claws.” But he cleared his throat and tried again. “We would like for you to join us, Matilda. In fact, we will be offended if you do not.”

I was tempted to reach for the sun disk on my belt, even though it had only been early afternoon when Shale had left me on the moors, close to the Bracken Door. I would have plenty of time before my punishment, but my blood still leapt in my veins, to imagine being late for it. How my father would burn incandescent with rage. How he would think I had run, tossing honor to the wind, humiliating him before his entire court.

“I cannot stay long,” I said, at which Adria clapped her hands in excitement, and Bade frowned.

“Why are you here to begin with?” he asked as we followed her down the passageway, leaving the heat of the forge behind. “You are not in trouble, are you?”

“Of course not,” I said quickly.

Bade only glanced at me, sidelong and dubious, as we entered the common room of the burrow.

Adria had spoken true: the table was set for a meal, with three plates and three goblets as if she had known I was coming to visit. The arrangement of food would have pleased the most famished of gods. There was a platter of roasted eel and charred lemons, oysters with split shells, and salted cheeses. There was bread and sweetened butter, cream and berries, a bowl of olives marinated in oil, and toasted almonds.

I was too anxious to feel hunger—I thought it best to go to the whipping with an empty stomach—but I sat and filled my plate. Though the food I nibbled on trickled through me like mulled wine, warming me down to my bones, I savored Bade and Adria’s presence more. I listened to them speak to each other in smiles and jests and glances. The stories they both regaled me with, ones that had me laughing until my eyes smarted with tears. The stories that had me gasping and scolding Bade. Oh, the predicaments Adria had gotten him out of over the years. What would he have done without her?

I would have liked to have seen such stories happen with my own eyes, I thought with a dull ache in my chest. And perhaps I would have, had I not been Skyward.

Discreetly, I checked my sun disk beneath the table. Two hours until eventide. The time was flowing fast here, like a stream rushing toward a cliff’s edge, but it was only because I was enjoying myself. How I longed to remain here with them, late into the night, sharing stories and laughter and drinking the wine bottles dry.

“You have somewhere to be?” Bade asked, noticing my attention had drifted.

“Yes.” I let the sun disk slip from my fingers, let it dangle on its silver chain. “But there is something I must ask of you before I depart.”

They gazed at me, expectant. I suddenly felt shy. Absently, I traced the rim of my goblet with my fingertip.

“Would it be possible for me to borrow an ink and quill and two parchment scraps?” I finally asked.

“Yes,” Adria said. “Give me a moment to gather what you need.”

While she was in the adjacent chamber, Bade and I began to clear off the table. His motions were stiff; he did not speak to me, nor did he even look my way. He knew why I had come, why I had made the request for paper, ink, and quill. He knew, and he hid his face from me.

I opened my mouth to say something to him, desperate to fill the silence that had cracked between us, but my words were like dross on my tongue. I washed them down instead with the last of my wine, setting the empty goblet beside the water basin.

“Here,” Adria said as she returned. “Will this do?”

I took the quill, the inkpot, and the two scraps of parchment from her. “Yes, thank you.” I sat at the table again, at the very place I had graced during the meal, and I prepared to write the breaking vow.

I was displeased to see my hand was trembling as I opened the ink. There was a pit of doubt in me, a seed hidden so deep I worried I would break my teeth on it later. I worried I would regret releasing Bade from his vow. But I drew a breath, deep enough to sting my lungs, and I knew this was right.

He had earned his title of a salt vow ally, time and time again. I no longer wanted him bound to my safety, my well-being. I no longer wanted him shackled by duty to me. He had found love in the darkest of places, and being obligated to me was no longer fair to him.

And beyond that was my pride. I never wanted Bade to know I had been whipped by my father’s own hand, in view of the entire Skyward court. I never wanted him to know I had suffered such disgrace and pain.

“Will you join me, Bade?” I asked, keeping my focus on my task.

He dragged out the chair across from mine and sat with heavy limbs. Adria, who had now also sensed my intention, retreated to grant us privacy. I almost wished she had stayed, to lay her hand upon his shoulder.

“Was this your husband’s idea?” Bade asked testily.

My attention snapped upward to his. “Vincent’s? No. Why do you think such?”

“He does not like me.”

“He does not know you. But perhaps one day, he will. And the two of you can have a proper conversation and bond over a meal.”

Bade raked his fingers through his beard. “All right, why, then? Why are you breaking my vow to you? Am I not enough?”

“You have fulfilled this vow ten times over,” I replied, struggling to keep my voice steady. It was knotted with tears. I swallowed and continued, “You have served me well. You have trained me with shield and sword until my soft bones became like iron. I know how to protect myself, to remain sharp in this treacherous world. You have been scarred for me, disgraced for me. You came for me in a battle that was not your own. How could I ask anything else of you? How can I keep you bound to me for an endless era? This duty you are beholden to threatens to overtake everything else in your life.”

He was quiet, but he held my gaze with a scowl. It was only a mask, one that concealed the heavy beat of his heart. The way my words came around him like a cloak, thawing his bones after a long, cold winter.

“You are certain, Matilda?” he said, his voice hoarse. The resistance had been bled from him. He wore his age and weariness in that moment, a god hewn by centuries. “You are the one that desires to break this vow?”

“Yes.”

“Then break it.”



I wrote the breaking vow twice, my words dark and glistening across each scrap of parchment. One for him to eat, and one for me. When I was done, I handed his piece to him, to read along as I spoke aloud, so he would be reassured that I was not moved by trickery, seeking to deceive him.

“‘I, Matilda of Underling and Skyward, herald of the gods, break this salt vow to Bade of Underling, the god of war. He has been my loyal ally and has never betrayed me. He has aided me when I was in peril and need. He has instructed me on how to fight and defend myself, until I became like iron. He has not broken this vow but has fulfilled it, and with such merit, I release him from his salt vow.’”

I set the parchment on my tongue.

Before, it had tasted of the cost Bade was destined to pay for it. My mother had said it would demand great effort and sacrifice from him. But now, as the vow began to melt, I knew this bitterness, this sadness that caught the back of my throat, was a foretaste of my own anguish.

Bade set the parchment—my words—on his tongue.

He closed his eyes for the briefest of moments, as if the salt was searing, but then it was done. The vow had dissolved between us. He was no longer a sworn ally, beholden to me, and he rose from the table. As if I had cut threads from him, he left, disappearing down the shadows of the corridor.

I sat in the roar of silence, alone.



The mortal sun would not wait for any god, least of all me.

It was time for me to return to Shale on the moors, and I stoppered the inkpot and wiped my fingers on my dress. Anxious, I measured my sun disk again and saw that less than an hour remained until my scourging. I would not have time to find Alva or Dacre this visit, as I had hoped. I would have to return another time.

Adria stepped into the common room, arriving so quietly I did not realize she was with me until I saw her move at the corner of my eye.

“I have something for you,” she said.

I stood to meet her, surprised to see it was another sheet of parchment. One with a jagged edge, as if it had been ripped from a binding. She set it within my outstretched palm, and I saw it was the constellation she had drawn for me. The one marked as soul-bearer.

“How did you know?” I asked. “How did you see the other half of my stars before I did? Before they burned in the sky?”

“I was never supposed to see such things,” Adria confessed. “But nor was I ever supposed to be immortal, was I? When I was crowned by Death and Fate, the very bones of divinity shifted, ever so slightly. I gained a portion of both matriarchs’ powers. I can foil death in my own way—not as great as your own, of course—and I can also catch a glimpse of what is to come, what is destined, as if I gaze into a murky pond. Orphia and Rowena do not realize it. Not yet, but soon they will.”

Her words stirred me like a gust of wind; my thoughts spun like stray leaves.

“Adria,” I said, but stopped myself when she pulled a small dirk from her belt.

She nicked her finger with cool precision. A drop of ichor welled upon her skin.

I made no protest when she drew two points on my collarbone with her sweetened blood. Two points that she connected, as if they were stars, gleaming in gold.

Only two other divines could take their stars and give them to another—Orphia and Rowena. My breath caught when I realized who Adria truly was. What she had become amongst us.

Death and Fate had not just created a goddess of peace.

They had made another matriarch.

If the under realm belonged to Orphia and the Skyward heavens to Rowena, then Adria was the matriarch of the mortal kingdom. There had always been three realms in our world; we should have expected a third matriarch to rise amongst us. We should have been waiting for her, knowing she would come from the mortal realm.

“You cannot give your stars to me,” I whispered. “You need them.”

“Do you remember the time when I was a mortal queen?” she said. “You were younger, then, but you must have heard that I came from nothing. Even when I was named queen, I did not have much in the treasury that was mine save for a string of pearls. They had been my mother’s, my grandmother’s. The only heirloom I possessed. And as the war raged on, I decided that I would melt down all the golden cups from the great hall and craft circlets, crowns, you could call them, and that I would inlay in each one a pearl that I took from my necklace. I began to bestow them upon council members who were devoted not just to me but to Cambria. These people, while not perfect, were fighting for the greater good.”

“I remember,” I said. “Bade earned one from you.”

A sad smile passed over Adria’s face. “Yes, he did. It took him a while, and that is when my opinion of the gods began to change. Once, I believed that they did not care for humankind, and I was suspicious of Bade when he claimed he wanted to help us. But day after day, he returned to me, faithful as the sun rising, and he began to change. I watched as he softened to our cause, not to obtain a golden crown, but because he cared for me and my people. Likewise, I saw men and women who I had once trusted harden their hearts. They would do anything to obtain a crown from me, to use it as a symbol of power, and I realized I had made a grave error. My intentions, while pure, had devolved into something terrible. My crowns were no longer protection but had become targets, something to steal and kill over, and I thought … if I ever wielded such power again, I would be wiser with it. I would not give away every last pearl of mine, and I would only crown those who had proven themselves selfless and good to mortals.”

I did not know if she was giving me a crown. I could not see it or feel its weight on my brow, so instead of asking about it, I said, “That power has returned to you? Giving crowns to the ones you deem worthy?”

“It has always been my power. I merely wait for the right moments to grant them, and only to ones who have proven themselves worthy of mortal love.” She drew my hair over my shoulder, hiding the two stars that continued to gleam on my collarbone. “Keep these hidden until you need them.”

I swallowed. “When will I need them?”

Adria only smiled and said, “You will know when.”



I carried her blood-drawn stars on my collarbone as I left the under realm. They did not sink into my skin; her power did not become a part of me.

Not yet, at least.

I did not know when I would need to claim them as my own. I did not even know what her magic would grant me. What piece of her power she had given, if it was a crown or something else entirely.

I let that mystery follow me Skyward.








LVI
A Hall Full of Gold




MATILDA

I prepared for the scourging in the quiet shadows of my old Skyward room.

I removed the mortal clothes I had taken from Vincent’s wardrobe, laying them across my bed. I set my moonstone belt, my cloak, and the vial of blythe in my cedar chest for safekeeping. I kneaded my skin with oil, sparing Adria’s duet of stars on my collarbone, before scraping off the shining excess with a small curved blade. I wore a dress with an open back and braided my hair into a crown.

In a strange way, I felt as if I were preparing myself to be sacrificed upon an altar. Dread seeped into my bones, so cold I could not shake it away, not even when I stood next to my brazier.

I held out my hands to it, but the embers that rested within were dark. They had never been roused to flames; there had never been a prayer burned to me—words that would ignite it—but I tarried for as long as I could, in case Vincent did decide to write.

I breathed the moments away. I waited, but no fire stirred. No fragrant smoke rose from the ashes.

I was tempted to gather my own parchment, ink, and quill. Vincent had asked if I could write to him, and yet the mere thought had challenged what I knew to be true, my beliefs in myself and my magic. I had not been able to imagine a world in which I sent forth my own words. I was so accustomed to bearing them for others, and not myself.

Now is not the time, I thought, but I could not resist imagining it.

Dear Vincent, I would write. I closed my eyes and pictured how the words would look on parchment. How they would taste.

I am so afraid.

I bit down on my lip, welcoming the pain. I would never lay myself so bare. What good would it do for me?

But I continued to dwell on him as I slipped from the chamber. I laid my hand upon my ribs, the place where his words rested within me, waiting for me to answer. It will not be much longer. There were some things I could only marvel over, but this was one thing I knew to be true. The mourning sennight would soon expire; the dead would be buried, the names of the fallen gathered, the last songs strummed in remembrance.

I could nearly taste it; the end was near.



I walked alone to the hall, reaching it just as the mortal sun surrendered to the western horizon.

The entire court had gathered for me.

They watched as I approached the dais, where my father waited with his whip. The eithral scales caught the fire that burned in the sconces, gleaming iridescent even here, far from home. Far from the beasts they had been plucked from and their domain in the under realm.

My heart was pounding as I reached the footstool of the dais. At last I came to a stop, my palms prickling, my breaths shallow. The court murmured behind me, hungry to see my disgrace. I could feel Warin’s gaze scalding my shoulder blades, the curve of my neck.

I felt like a stranger, as if I had never been in this hall before. No one would speak for me; no one would dare to challenge my father’s punishment.

I felt him scrutinize me. I kept my eyes lowered, waiting.

“Twenty-five lashes for breaking your vow by wielding the sight before mortal kind,” Thile said, his voice sonorous and bright in the hall. The fire in the braziers quivered at the sound; the whispers of the court went silent. “And twenty-five lashes for using the sight on an Underling beast.”

I shivered; I had expected a hundred lashes, and this punishment did not feel so daunting. Not until I studied the eithral scales again. They were going to cut me deeply; I wondered if there would be any skin left upon my back by the end.

I lifted my eyes to look at my father.

He seemed to be waiting for it, as if he wanted to see what hid within me. The haunting shade of my mother, perhaps, or a younger rendition of himself. Both of which, I imagined, he was keen to forget. I was the epitome of what could have been. Of what he had lost and what would never be.

“Kneel,” said Thile.

Slowly, I lowered myself to my knees. The marble was cold and smooth, unforgiving, beneath me. I closed my eyes and breathed, waiting.

Waiting.

Waiting.

The silence was unbearable.

And then the first lash struck, white hot and lightning quick across my back. The pain was like nothing I had experienced before; it robbed the air from my lungs. It crushed my heart and stung my eyes. I could not help but jerk as the eithral scales sank into me like deep fangs. I could feel my skin break open. My blood bloomed, eager. It trickled down my back, tracing my spine.

One, I thought.

I braced myself for the next blow.

The second lash struck, then the third.

Each time felt as if I were being split open, glistening to my bones. I felt vulnerable, weak. Exposed before the court. My wounds smoldered as if they had been set on fire and rubbed down with salt. I drew rapid, tremulous breaths. My chest constricted with anguish; I worried my organs would tear if I gasped too much air. I feared my heart—my fault line—would crumble beneath the strain of holding myself together.

By the eighteenth lash, my pride disintegrated. I could no longer hold myself upright.

I sank face down on the stairs. My ichor flowed freely; my dress was drenched in gold. Blood pooled beneath me, shimmering like warm honey, dripping down the stairs to form creeks along the polished floor.

My father did not soften his strikes. I would drown this hall in gold, and the whip continued to shred through my back, again and again. Relentless. Soon, I lost count. The pain became a hot simmer, gradually turning my hands numb, then my arms. My feet. I could hardly feel my body, and I wondered if I was about to slip away to the wastes. If the eye in the gemstone was opening and—this time—the Gatekeeper was waking for me.

Vincent, I thought.

He was waiting for me to return. I could not let myself go—I could not leave him again without explanation, without seeing him face-to-face—and I sharpened my mind through the golden haze.

Stay with me a little while longer.

His words were an echo, a balm to my wounds.

I clung to them, repeating them like they were a hymn. A song I could trace with my fingers. A chorus that would carry me through the pain.

This agony would end, as all things did.

I just needed to breathe a little while longer.

I coughed between strikes. Blood splattered on the marble. It dribbled from my lips and coated my teeth like sap. I tried to swallow but felt choked by my own magic.

Belatedly, I recalled Adria’s stars on my collarbone. I tried to move my hand to reach them, to lay my palm upon their two points, inviting her blood to sink into me, her magic to unite with my own. She had said I would know when I would need them. But my fingers were limp, crushed between my body and the edge of the steps.

I did not even have the strength to lift myself, to free my hands.

“That is enough, Thile.”

The command thundered through the hall, halting my father’s lashing.

The brusque voice was familiar in a distant way, like a dream that is forgotten upon waking but is remembered hours later. I had not heard this voice in a long time, and I wondered if I was merely imagining it until I cracked open my eyes. I saw the ripple of dark green robes and the long-clawed feet of Rowena as she approached.

Fate had come for me.

The Skyward matriarch who loathed the court and rarely took part in its ravenous gatherings.

It almost felt like yesterday that I had found my way to her orchard on my first delivery.

My father struck my back again, in anger this time, as if he wanted to prove he did not need to listen to her.

The eithral scales sparked across my bones. I saw myself as a young goddess again, in the moment I had first beheld the scale on my mother’s table. The beginning of her end. I saw myself in Vincent’s dream, climbing to the top of the cliff with him, that lone scale clinging to the dead creature’s skin like a taunt.

Fire licked down my bones. My ribs cracked, and I struggled to breathe. I groaned—the first strangled sound I had uttered—and shut my eyes once more.

“Are you proud, then?” Rowena said, her displeasure sharp as smoke. “To slice your daughter to the bone?”

“She must learn.” Thile’s words were ragged, as if the whipping had drained him. “She has risked all of us with her foolishness.”

“And you would kill her for it? Devour the very magic you gave her?”

“No divine was ever extinguished from a whipping.”

“No, unless you make her the first. You have proven your point here. This is enough.”

I felt a wash of cool air on my back. I realized it was Thile, stepping away. I heard his retreat, the court whispers humming again like a beehive. I heard the clink of Rowena’s claws on the marble as she came closer, her hand cold as river ice when she touched my brow.

“Matilda?” she said. “Breathe, child. Open your eyes.”

I tried but my lungs had torn. They hung like shredded sails in the wind.

And I slipped away into a dark red sea.








LVII
One Perfectly Aimed Arrow




VINCENT

“Where is your wife?”

Hugh’s voice cut through the din of the hall. I was not surprised this was the first thing he said to me. He had stepped up the dais stairs to sit at my side, but his eyes had roamed the warriors who had gathered to eat supper by firelight. I knew he was seeking a flash of crimson hair, the languid grace of her movements, but she was long gone by now.

“She is away,” I said.

Hugh pressed his lips together—he had never been good at hiding his disappointment, but not many lords were—and took Nathaniel’s empty chair.

I said nothing; my brother had preferred to take his meals in his bedchamber.

“When will she return?” Hugh asked, nodding when one of the attendants filled a tankard of ale for him. “Surely before the sennight ends?”

“Yes, she will be back by then.”

We fell silent, the mood tense between us. The air was still somber from mourning. We were weary from digging graves, collecting names of the dead, tending to the wounded, preparing for the next battle. We had four days left to rest, and I was not certain how to prepare. Grimald would most likely put the trebuchets to use; the fortress walls were destined to crumble. Fury Gate was still blocked by rubble.

“Lord?” A young man ascended the dais. In his hand was a sheet of parchment. Tentatively, he extended it to me. “The remaining names of the dead, to be sent to Drake Hall. As you wanted.”

I accepted it, grimly. I had requested this list yesterday. I knew most of the fallen warriors were beloved by those who had taken shelter in Hugh’s fortress. They would want to hear news of their loved ones and, if needed, begin their own mourning period.

I read the names. I let them bruise me.

Hugh tugged the parchment from my hand.

“Give this to me,” he said softly. “I will send one of my fastest riders back home to deliver it to your people.”

I nodded, too weary to oppose him.

We ate in silence, and when Hugh asked me to follow him to the war chamber, I did.

A table stretched between us, covered with a well-worn map of the fortress as well as the two bridges. With the gates and portcullises still broken from Warin’s spell, Hugh had set a watch over the western bridge. No one could come or go without his notice; his warriors constituted a makeshift gate while the castle foundries burned tirelessly through the night, my blacksmiths keen to remake hinges and iron teeth to guard us.

But here, as the night deepened, we pored over the map and prepared for the second assault.

“Have you heard from the god of rivers?” Hugh asked.

“No,” I said, but my blood went cold at the mention of Warin. He had not crossed my mind the past few days. “He was last seen fleeing the battle on the bridge like a coward. He vanished in the wind. There has been no word from him since.”

“Do you have any intention of bargaining with him?”

“Bargaining?” I repeated, and I could not ignore the gooseflesh that crawled over my skin, the suspicion that roused like an ember in the darkest corner of my mind. How did Hugh know of Warin’s request of me? The toll he wanted? I had spoken of it to no one, save for my brother, Matilda, Hyacinthe, and Edric, all of whom I trusted with my life.

“Yes,” Hugh said, leaning on the table. “What I mean is … surely this god wants something from you. This is not a novel idea; the gods always want something from us. And so I am wondering … if there is a way for us to turn the tide in our favor. I know you have Matilda, but what good is her power against water and iron? She is a herald, no? What can she do to help us?”

I curled my fingers into a fist at my side. She had already won one battle for us by directing the eithral, but only I and the god of war knew of that. No one else even suspected the power she had wielded, the danger she had placed herself in. I still did not fully understand it, but nor did I need to.

“Matilda has proven herself an ally in other ways,” I said, keeping my voice level.

“How so?”

“She is very good at espionage. She gained me more time when I needed it. She bolsters the warriors’ morale.”

“Is that where she is now? Gathering intelligence?”

I nodded, but only to appease him. She was Skyward, this much I knew, although I could only wonder as to why her father had summoned her.

“Well,” Hugh said, heaving a sigh. He tapped the map, his yellow nails striking the three towers of the western bridge. The ones he had sworn to guard. “We cannot risk the eithral returning during the next battle and ruining our efforts, scattering our warriors, causing chaos. We cannot afford to lose another tower like Fury. Yes, it would be helpful if the monster fought on our side, but these beasts cannot be controlled. It will inevitably wreak havoc upon us.”

I was silent, but I was drowning in words.

The eithral had aided us, but only because Matilda had directed it. I would not ask it of her again.

“What do you suggest, then?” I said, my voice thick.

“Permit me to commission your craftspeople to make five ballistas and five bolts of obsidian. I will erect them at the roof of each tower. We will shoot the beast down the next time it glides over us. Then we can reap its scales for weapons. No god can stand against their sharp edge. Not even Warin and his power. We can end him with one perfectly aimed arrow, so long as its point is made with a scale.”

I turned away, gazing out the window. It was night, and the river was swathed in fog. I could not see the stars, only the faint halo of the moon as it waned.

I knew Hugh had fought for Adria during the last war. It had been a long and bloody conflict. It had torn through our land like a jagged sword. But he had garnered experience from those dark years, like a crown set with jewels, and he knew the price of victory, as well as defeat. The ruthlessness that was required.

“Vincent?” he prompted.

I could hear the excitement in his voice. The thought of creating ballistas, of shooting an eithral down from the sky, stirred his blood. Had he not been hunting the creature days before?

“Yes,” I said, but something cracked within my chest. “I agree. See that it is done.”








LVIII
Dear Matilda




VINCENT

Another day passed. Then another.

Matilda had yet to appear.

Every hour I was tempted to write to her and burn my words into smoke, bury them in the garden, but I held back.

She will come, I told myself.

I simply needed to be patient.

But how my worries crept over me, growing like thorn-riddled vines. Something unexpected must have happened in the divine realm to keep her away. Something in a place I could never reach, unless I wanted to be like my mother. A vassal.

I lay awake at night, imagining it.



As the sun set, I stood on the parapets and watched as Hugh’s ballistas were heaved up to the bridge towers. I watched Grimald prepare his trebuchets on the riverbank. Only two days of mourning remained, and time was stretching thin between us.

“Vince?”

I turned to see that Nathaniel had joined me. Ever since he had returned from the dead, he had seemed distracted, as if he saw things in our world that I could not. Omens in shadows, warnings in clouds, prophecies in wax, dripping down candlesticks. But nor could I deny that there was also a radiance to him that had not been there before, a lightness in his steps, a fervor for even the smallest of things. A cup of honey mead, brewed last summer. A tunic, freshly washed and dried in the sun. A cat to curl up on his lap in the evenings, when we sat before the fire.

His perspective had shifted. He was savoring life, and he had only become more powerful for it. I felt like the moon diminishing in the brightness of his presence. But it made me content. This was what I had wanted, to see him thrive. To watch our warriors look at him in awe when he passed, eager to rally around him.

My people had been amazed to see my brother hale again, returned from the dead. Rumors and speculations had started to fly; I had no choice but to tell them that I had prayed to both Death and Fate when Nathaniel died. My cold, irreverent heart had been moved; I had pleaded to the gods to bring him back, and they had answered me.

It was all a lie, of course, but I was swiftly discovering that I would do anything to keep suspicions away from Matilda.

“Any word from her?” he asked, joining me at the battlement.

“Not yet.” My gaze coasted back over the river to the bridges, the camp on the bank.

Nathaniel was quiet, but I knew he was also waiting for Matilda to return. He was keen to speak to her again.

“I have a request,” he finally said.

“Yes, what is it?”

“What happened to the knight who killed me?”

My brow furrowed as I glanced at him.

“He is not dead, is he?” Nathaniel continued, as if this worried him.

“No. None of the baron’s men we took as prisoners are dead. At least, not yet. But that one … he will face the worst of fates for what he did to you.”

“What fate did you have in mind for him?”

“I was thinking to drown him,” I replied. “Give him to the Wyndrift currents. Let him waste away in his armor at the bottom of the river.”

Nathaniel was quiet.

“You disapprove?” I said.

“I was thinking of something else,” he confessed. “A different sort of punishment.”

“Which is…?”

“Letting him live. Letting him serve me as penance.”

“Serve you?”

“Yes. He is to follow me, walk with me, listen to me. Perhaps he can even read to me in the evenings.”

“This does not sound like punishment, Nathaniel. Have you forgotten that he killed you? He drove his sword into your throat after he had surrendered to us. That is a stain upon any knight. No honor can be regained after that.”

“Yes, but I have heard whispers in the dungeons,” Nathaniel said, his voice smooth and calm compared to the rust and bite that had been in my own. “Most of Grimald’s warriors, the knights in particular … they hold no love for him as their leader. They remember when he took Englewood, how bloody and cruel he had been, dethroning their lord. They gave that vow of service to him only to survive, most of them still very young. And after their arrival at the riverbank, our uncle put a bounty upon both of us. Should any of his men bring back our heads, he will grant them a boon. Anything they desire. Riches, a title, land. They could ask for anything in exchange for our deaths.”

He paused and I waited, my impatience rising.

“And that excuses this knight’s actions?” I prompted.

“No, of course not. But I think he wanted something more than riches, a title, land. I think he wanted his freedom from Grimald.”

I sighed, my weariness turning my limbs into lead. I leaned upon the battlements, the wind gusting between us, sharp from the north.

“Let me think on your request,” I said. “If you want him to serve you, it will have to be after this conflict has ended. He must remain below, contained, until our uncle is defeated. And if he kills you again … I will drown him in his armor. I will hold his head beneath the river until the fight bleeds out of him, and I will let him drop to the bottom like a millstone.”

Nathaniel nodded, solemn. But then a smile lifted one corner of his mouth, as if he could see what was to come. There was light ahead, after so much gray and dreariness.

“Thank you, Vince.”

When he left, I felt colder for it. As if he truly had become the sun, and I was a waning moon.



That night saw me alone in my bedchamber, the wind whistling through the cracks in the mortar. It seemed relentless, a prelude to a storm, stripping every last leaf of autumn from their branches, rippling over the river until it foamed like the sea. When I stood at the window, I could see the baron’s camp rattled by the fierce gusts, the campfires struggling to burn.

Shale must be angry.

I was tossing another log into the hearth, sparks rising in a flurry, when the knock sounded on my door. It was late, and for a moment, my heart betrayed me and leapt into my throat.

Matilda.

The knock came again, softer this time, but as my hand found the iron handle, I knew it was not her. She who tumbled through windows and walked riverbeds and slipped into dreams.

I cracked the door open.

Gwenda stared up at me, her blond hair gleaming in the firelight. Her blue eyes were round, imploring.

I knew her as many things. She was a skilled healer. She had worked tirelessly the past few days, cleaning and mending wounds, gathering names of warriors who died beneath her care. She also brewed the tonics I drank to keep my nightmares at bay. And years ago when my loneliness had become a sword, I had visited her chambers on the nights when sleep would evade me entirely. Once, I had tried to love her, as she had tried to love me, and while there had been pleasure between us, there had been no fire. What little flame had kindled soon became cold embers.

“Your tonic, lord,” she said, holding up a bottle made of green glass. “For the nightmares.”

It had been a long while since she had knocked upon my door and delivered the tonic to me. Alyse always saw to it, but Alyse was preoccupied with other things these days. As were we all.

“Thank you.” I accepted the bottle, but she remained standing, as if she had more to say. “Is there something else?”

“I was wondering if I might speak to you,” she said, and then added, “privately.”

I hesitated a moment before inviting her in.

“Please do not tell me another one of our warriors has died,” I said, setting the bottle down. Please, do not give me another name to write down in ink. Another soul, gone to the mists.

“No, blessed Enva. I think we are past the worst of it, until the next battle comes.” She crossed her arms, studying my wardrobe. The door was ajar; Matilda’s mortal clothes hung within, jewel-dark wools and embroidered bodices. A bolt of a sheer chemise. “Although my ponderings have drifted toward death.”

I waited.

At last, she looked at me, her face guarded save for the wrinkle in her brow.

“How did Nathaniel return from the dead?” she asked. “I know you said you prayed for him to be brought back to us, but I feel like there must be more to it. Something else happened, didn’t it?”

I was silent, but my stomach churned, uneasy. I did not want to speak of this, and she must have seen it in my expression. How my eyes shuttered and my mouth pressed thin. Gwenda took two steps closer, holding out her hands as a supplicant.

“Please, Vincent. I need to know how it happened. I need to know if there is a way I can make it occur again. Think of all the people I could save, how many people I could bring back if I knew this secret.”

“This is something far beyond you, Gwenda,” I replied.

She stopped short, a few paces away.

“You are skilled, and I am thankful for what you have done these past few days,” I continued. “But Nathaniel’s return was not due to your hands. That was Death and Fate.”

I could see her swallow, her neck becoming splotched. Her eyes flickered to my bed. A place she had never been, despite all our trysts.

“Where is the herald?”

“My wife? Matilda?”

Gwenda sighed. “I did not want to be the one to say this to you, but … there has been talk that the two of you are not truly wed. That all of this has been a mere ruse to distract the baron.”

My blood warmed like iron over fire. “Who has said such things?”

“It does not matter, Vincent. Many of us believe it. We witnessed no vows spoken between the two of you. Only a stilted kiss. She comes and goes as she pleases. She left you—she walked right past you!—as your brother was dying in your arms.” Her voice had risen, her cheeks flushing. “Even now, with the mourning sennight coming to an end, she is nowhere to be found. Is that what you want? What you deserve? A woman who comes and goes, who leaves you when it pleases her?”

I flinched away as if she had struck me. I suddenly could not bear to look at her; anger simmered at the back of my throat.

At once, she softened.

She reached out and took hold of my sleeve, holding me still.

I had forgotten that some nights, long ago when I had been much younger and far more trusting, I had let her draw her fingers through my hair after our couplings. I had let her hold me in her bed, and I had told her the things I feared, the things that had wounded me in the past. I had told her about my mother, abandoning us for a Skyward god.

Gwenda knew where I ached. She knew where to strike to hurt me.

I was suddenly relieved I had walked away from her when I did. I had wondered if I would come to regret it, but no. Splitting paths with her had been wise.

“Forgive me,” Gwenda whispered, her grip on my sleeve tightening. “I … I did not mean to upset you. I did not mean to bring up your past wounds. I only want you to see the herald for who she is.”

I stared down at her, my teeth clenched.

It was Matilda. Matilda brought my brother back from the dead. She created a gate when ours failed. She brought the battle to its end. She gained us more time. She ushered our people to safety.

And yet … I could say none of those things.

My people might revere her, but they did not understand her and they never would. Even the most devout of Wyndrift would never fully recognize what Matilda had done for us. What she had given to protect us.

I wanted to tell Gwenda where Matilda had gone when she rushed off the bridge. Where Matilda had been when we had laid my brother in his sepulcher.

No one must know. Matilda’s warning echoed through me. This must remain between the three of us.

Me, and Nathaniel, and her.

Gwenda took my silence as encouragement. Slowly, her hand drifted upward to my face. Her fingers were like ice, her palm clammy as she traced the ridge of my cheekbone, down to the stubble of my jaw.

“I love her,” I said. Her hand froze in shock and then dropped away. “I have loved Matilda a very long time. Before I even knew you existed. And there is nothing you can offer me that I want. Nothing you can give me that I need. I am hers.”

Gwenda moved away, her face scarlet, her eyes flashing.

She did not say another word to me.

I watched her slip out the door.



It was not difficult to write after that.

I sat at my desk, listening as the wind continued to hiss, and I drew out a sheet of parchment, a quill, an inkstand.

Dear Matilda, I wrote.

I let the words flow for her.

And when the ink dried, I gave my very heart to the fire.








LIX
Words in a Bottle




MATILDA

Slowly, I came to my surroundings, opening heavy-lidded eyes.

I was lying prone on a plump feather bed, and I did not recognize the room at first. It was open and airy, upheld by pillars that vanished into a ceiling strung with clouds. A warm zephyr stirred long white drapes. The floors were marble checkerboard and wildflowers blossomed shyly from the cracks. Ivy had grown up a wooden table set with pots and jars and a bowl brimming with honey, glistening on the comb. The vines then circled a small prayer brazier whose embers were dark.

My sight was blurred as I attempted to push myself upright.

I was met by blinding agony. I had never known such pain; it flared across my back as if I had set myself on fire. It was so immense my breath hung like cobwebs in my lungs. My nails scored the bed beneath me.

I could smell my ichor, sweet as summer rain. It began to trickle down my ribs.

The world tilted—clouds, vines, pillars.

I slipped back into a lull of darkness.



When I woke again, it was to birdsong and the clack of a shuttle.

I opened my bleary eyes and beheld the other side of the chamber. Rowena was sitting at her loom; the tapestry she worked was so great and endless it covered the floor like a rug.

It was the tapestry of life. The one she wove alongside Death.

I was at Fate’s villa.

“Matriarch?” I said, my voice like dry leaves, crumbling in my throat.

Rowena’s eyes darted across the room to meet mine. “It is about time you stirred. I was beginning to think that father of yours had lashed your fault line.”

I remembered it then. A memory I was already keen to suppress. On my knees before the Skyward court, my father striking me with a whip made of eithral scales.

I swallowed. My teeth felt sticky, my tongue dry.

“How long have I been here?” I struggled to say.

Rowena stood from her loom. I listened as she walked to the table, pouring a cup of nectar.

“Lift your head, but slowly,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Your wounds are still tender. You already tore them open once, when I was in the orchard.”

I heeded her, gently lifting my head enough so that I could sip the nectar. It flowed into me like sunlight, warming me down to my toes. I sighed, relieved to feel my strength returning, even if it was by small measures.

I drank my fill and then set my head down once more, my hair tangled across the pillow. But Rowena remained beside me, gazing down at me with a perplexed frown.

“Thank you,” I said after an awkward moment. “For helping me.”

“Pff.” That drove her away. She waved a gnarled hand and stood, setting the nectar aside with a clunk on the table. “And to answer your previous question … you have been here two days, by the mortal sun’s rising and falling.”

Two days?

My heart sank.

All I could think of was Vincent. The next battle simmered on the horizon. He would be wondering where I was. Why I had been away for so long. I had made him a promise; I had swallowed his words, and I could not rest until I answered them fully. But nor could I aid him and his people if I was in a different realm, sleeping the hours away.

I needed to leave this villa, as soon as I could stand.

Gently, I tested my strength, eager to sit up in the bed. My scabs began to throb and pull across my back; my skin felt ready to break again, and I held my breath, trembling.

As if she had read my mind, Rowena drawled, “I would lie quiet if I were you. Those scales cut deep. It will take a while for your body to heal itself.”

“Yes, I know. I can feel them.”

Rowena snorted. “Well, I am glad you sound more like yourself. As if the world cannot keep up with your pace, god-child. Which is reckless, might I add. What were you thinking, commandeering an eithral’s sight?” She clucked her tongue, returning to her loom. “I do not know if you are brave or foolish.”

Both, I thought, wincing as one of my scabs burst again. Although folly seemed as close as my shadow in those days.

My twelve-point constellation was fully lit in the sky. I had the power to direct eithrals. I could carry souls back from the dead. The news of my power was going to spread, no matter how much I strove to keep it buried.

The target was ever widening around me.

I lowered myself down to the bed, then reached around my ribs to trace the mass of my wounds. The scabs felt warm, feverish. Wounds that would leave behind a lattice of golden scars. I pressed down on the one that had split, my ichor welling through my fingers.

“There is a rag beside you,” Rowena said, no doubt smelling the tang of my blood.

I found the square of linen and held it to the wound, chewing my lip, impatient. I felt like a child again, with soft skin and bones. When the cuts on my knees had been slow to heal, the bruises lingering from all my practice spars with Bade.

“How is my mother, by the way?” Rowena drawled.

Her mother, the Gatekeeper of the wastes.

I realized with a start that my belt was gone. My cloak. The vial of blythe flower. All three I had stored in my cedar chest at the Skyward hall, and I felt their absence like a wasp sting.

“You know I can visit the wasteland?” I asked carefully.

“I did not know until you went there the first time, and your threads changed on the loom. I thought it was Orphia at first, picking apart any weft I had made for you, but then we both realized that neither of us had done it. There had been a strand of your fate that was cloudy, one that not even I could see.”

My sight began to blur again. Drowsiness had turned me leaden, despite my desire to ask Rowena more questions. The heat from my wounds began to sink into my bones.

“Am I in danger?” I asked.

Rowena paused in her weaving. “Name one divine who is not, Matilda. But yes, it would be wise of you to be careful in the days to come. Your constellation is not so small, not as the courts once believed. There will be some gods who will conspire to kill you, gods who once ignored you before.”

“Why were the other stars darkened?”

“Orphia could answer this better than I, but from what I know, those stars were granted to you from your father’s line, and his name was left unclaimed when your horoscope was read. So those stars continued to sleep, hiding their fire until you finally performed the magic on your own.”

I remembered what my mother had told me of that day in Orphia’s burrow, when my stars had shone on her obsidian mirror. Death had seen something else, perhaps a flicker of the unclaimed stars, but had said nothing.

I sank back down to the bed and dozed. Soon, a dark sleep gripped me, one not even Alva could reach with her dreams. I was burning, melting. I felt as if my blood was boiling in my veins, and I knew that I was missing something I needed to heal.

I roused when Rowena cleaned my wounds again. It was night beyond the villa, and the air was cool, starlit. Still, I smoldered. My back throbbed in tandem with my pulse, and I saw the concern on her face when she thought I could not see.

I was dozing again when I heard it. The faintest of voices, as if Vincent was leaning close, whispering into my hair.

Dear Matilda.

I became very still, but my eyes flew open.

The villa was silent, full of indigo shadows. It was just before sunrise here—the crickets sang in the long grass, and fog veiled the orchard beyond—but I could see the brazier had caught fire. The embers had stirred; a lone blue-hearted flame danced, and white fragrant smoke began to rise.

He had written to me.

I eased myself up from the bed and stood. My wounds throbbed in response, and I drew a tremulous breath, rolling my shoulders carefully. The scabs held, and I took a step forward. The marble was a cold shock on my bare feet; my dress was damp from my sweat, clinging to my legs as I took another step forward, then another. My knees felt like water, my bones like wax poured from a candle. I trembled and swayed, but my eyes were on that light, and it drew me like a moth.

I needed a bottle.

The one I had carried for years was still tucked away in my belt, far from me now, and I grabbed an empty vial from the table, pulling the cork free.

I knelt before the brazier, watching the flames crackle and grow. The heat was delicious, and I drew the smoke deep into my lungs.

Not too much, I warned myself. I could devour it entirely now, but I wanted to bottle his words instead, to savor them later. I could carry them on my belt for many years, listening to them again and again until the last wisp escaped.

I tilted the vial to catch the smoke.

Vincent’s words gathered within the glass like storm clouds.

And when the fire died down to glowing embers, his letter complete, I corked the vial and held it in my hand.

There was a side of me that was afraid to listen to his words. I feared they would split me open, just like the wounds on my back. I feared that once I started bleeding, I would never be able to stop it.

“What are you waiting for?” Rowena’s voice broke the quiet darkness.

I startled, glancing across the chamber to see she sat at her loom, watching me with shameless interest, her eyes reflecting the meager light as a feline’s. One of her white owls was perched on her shoulder.

“Perhaps his prayer is what you need to heal,” she added when I hesitated. The bird lifted a wing as if concurring.

“He is irreverent,” I was quick to say, but my palms had grown slick. “This is not a prayer.”

“He may be irreverent toward all of us, save for you. I think he desires to worship you.”

“I do not want him to feel like he must worship me. I do not want to change who he is, or what he believes.”

Rowena smiled. “Oh child, you are still quite young, aren’t you? He longs to worship you, but not in the way you think.”



With those words dangling in the air between us, she rose and left the villa with her owl, the two of them vanishing into the orchard’s fog.

I realized she was giving me a moment alone to listen to his words. Words that were gray as the winter sea, swirling in a bottle. I pushed myself up to my aching knees and walked back to the bed, sitting on its soft edge.

Once more, I delayed.

The sun was rising, casting shards of amber light across the floor, when I opened the bottle. I breathed in the smoke. I could hear his voice vividly, as if he sat beside me. His words filled me like rain-washed air, and for the first time since I could remember, I let myself surrender.

Dear Matilda,

    You’ve been gone for three days, and I have never been so conscious of time before now. I count the hours, listening for the bells to mark them. I collect each moment that you’ve been away, and I feel them gather in my bones like winter.

I long for you.

I do not know when this happened, when
                            the current rose and when I let it take me, willingly, but there came a
                            moment when I looked at you and could not breathe. There was a moment
                            when I watched you depart, and I wanted to fall to my
                    knees.

I know that you and I come from
                            different realms, and that you will be prone to wander, as your magic
                            prompts you. And I am a man with roots and a set number of days allotted
                            to me. Time that I do not want to waste. My life feels brief as the dew
                            when I compare it to your ocean, but if you will have me, this is what I
                            offer you.

My home is your home. My arms are a
                            haven for you to rest. My last name is yours if you desire it. I will
                            love you to my grave, and even beyond it, when the mists welcome me,
                            when I am hopefully very old and gray and grouchy and have spent the
                            seasons beside you when you are here and dreaming of you when you are
                            gone.

I love you, dearly,
                    Red.

Come home to me. Return to me, when
                            you can. I will be watching the skies and the river until
                        then.

Yours,

Vincent








LX
When Ice Draws Fire




MATILDA

I could not stay another day in Fate’s villa.

I painstakingly made my way down the stairs to the orchard, the grass peppered with plums and apples. Here, in the very place I had first looked upon Fate, I asked her to go to my father’s hall and retrieve my belt, my cloak, my vial of poisonous flowers. Rowena frowned as if I had demanded she pluck the moon from the sky and toss it to the Underlings, but when she rode the eastern trade wind, I was relieved.

While she was gone, I made myself walk back up the length of stairs. I felt every jar, every ragged breath in my lungs. My wounds swelled but did not break, even as I paced her villa from one side to the other, keen to stir up my strength for the journey to the mortal realm.

I kept the bottle of smoke in my hand.

I did not listen to Vincent’s words again, but I did not need to; they reverberated through me like clear silver notes strummed from a harp. They settled in my bones, warmer than the fever that plagued me.

I paused at the loom, tempted to look upon the tapestry’s design.

If I dared to gaze upon it, I knew I would see the golden thread of my own life, woven amongst so many others. My life, tangling with Vincent’s silver one. But that was the past and the present. A story that I already knew. Rowena wove the things to come, and as I stepped closer to the loom … I realized that I did not want to look. I did not want to know when I was destined to lose him, when his thread ended and mine continued on, alone.

I turned my face away from the tapestry, gazing out over the orchard again.

Rowena had been wrong about Vincent’s words healing me. The lacerations on my back remained tender and hot to the touch, struggling to turn scabs into scars. I could feel a languishing pull, the pulse of something that could not be healed, its heat simmering through me, making my breath shallow and my skin shine like ice.

“You are not fit enough to ride the trade winds back to the mortal realm,” Rowena said by way of greeting when she returned. She regarded me with a dubious expression, but in her arms were the items I had hoped she could retrieve on my behalf. “Travel will split your wounds open. You will be back where you started with me, days ago. Weak as a lamb, drawing all the wolves to you.”

I accepted my belt first, carefully buckling it low on my waist. I was grateful to see the Gatekeeper’s eye was sleeping. Next, the vial of blythe around my neck where it belonged, and lastly my father’s cloak, bright as mortal blood that morning, as if it wanted to scold me.

“I fear I have no choice.” I met Rowena’s stare. “I am needed elsewhere. I have been away for too long.”

“He is wondering where you are,” she stated.

“He is waiting for my return,” I said, thinking back on Vincent’s words. “But he is about to face another battle. And I promised to aid him.”

“Why would you chain yourself to something so trivial? You could spend your time, your passions on something far more rewarding than mortal battles that come and go as frequently as the tides.”

I paused, surprised. Earlier, she had been urging me to read his words, to welcome his worship, and now she made him seem like a burden?

“I have never seen it as a chain,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes, but it was only to hide her smile.

“Good,” Rowena said. “Then go and be with the one you love.”



When the western trade wind swept me up from Fate’s orchard, I was determined to ride its power all the way to Wyndrift. But Rowena had been right. The travel plucked mercilessly at my wounds, sharp as a raven’s beak. Pain rippled across my spine, limning all my weak points. I hunched, trying to hold myself together, as the wind spun me like a vapor across the mountains.

I could not make it to the river.

I disembarked from the trade winds as soon as I could, gasping as I felt blood drip down my back again. My skin was hot to the touch and beaded with sweat. My gaze was hazy at the edges, and I blinked back tears. Gradually, the pain receded enough for me to gain my bearings. I was kneeling on flagstones shot through with moss. A courtyard to a fortress, tucked away in the foothills. The mountains loomed like jagged teeth behind it. The air was cool; by the slant of sun, it looked to be midmorning, and the ground was wet from rain.

I shivered, struck by how silent this place felt as I rose to my feet. The fortress seemed dark, draped in sinister shadows. A beat later, I realized this was Hugh Delavoy’s land. I stood at the threshold of Drake Hall.

“Goddess.”

A whisper drew my attention to the right. A middle-aged woman stood in the archway to the stables, her gray-brown hair bound in a messy braid, her dress wrinkled and stained as if she had been wearing it for days.

“May I speak with you?” she added, reaching her hand out to me. Her face was flushed from weeping.

“What has happened here?” I asked, hurrying to meet her in the archway. As I drew closer, I saw that she wore a vial of blythe flowers around her neck, just as I did. She was from Wyndrift, one of the people who had evacuated. “Is everything well?”

“No, lady. We … have tried to send word to Lord Vincent at Wyndrift, but I do not think any of our messages have reached him.”

“What messages?”

“Days ago, not long after we arrived here for sanctuary, a good number of us went missing.”

My heart churned cold with dread. “Missing?”

“Yes.” The woman paused, covering her mouth to suppress a sob. “My youngest daughter, Kitty, was one of them. My brother also. We have tried to make sense of it, to see if there was a pattern. But it has struck at random, it seems. Lord Hugh’s people have not been afflicted and have assured us this is no mischief of theirs—they would not dare break the law of the land by harming those taking shelter beneath their roof—and have even sought to help us look for our missing kin and friends. And yet … there is no trace of them. They have vanished, and we do not know how to find them.”

I fell pensive. If I had more time, I would have remained here longer, seeking to find an answer myself. But I was still two days’ ride from Wyndrift. Even if I could find the swiftest horse to carry me, I would be late when it came to the next battle.

But perhaps even more than time … I sensed that this mischief was a god’s doing.

“I am sorry to hear this,” I said. “I will carry a message to Vincent for you. Write one and I will personally see that it is delivered to him. We will find your missing kin and friends.”

An elderly man emerged from the shadows. He had been listening to us, and at first I expected him to ask more questions, as if I held the answers. But he merely extended a letter addressed to Vincent, one he had already written and was prepared to dispatch himself again.

“Thank you, lady,” he said. “My wife is also one of the missing.”

I swallowed and accepted the assignment. Magic coursed through me, tugging on my fingers. I felt the pull toward Vincent. He was home, as I knew he would be. I could sense the river’s currents, the sun-warmed rocks, the slight breeze stirring his hair.

He was on the bridge.

I left Drake Hall not long after that, accepting only the smallest of provision packs and a flask of water, still cold from a mountain stream. Vincent’s people insisted on it, as well as providing me with a draft horse that had pulled one of their wagons.

I would have been faster on foot if I could run, but my wounds continued to smolder, threatening to break again. I was still bleeding, a small but steady trickle, as I hauled myself up into the saddle and cantered away, following the road that would guide me back to Beckett land.

As I rode, I sorted through everything Vincent’s people had told me of the missing. How there was no trace, no pattern they could find as to who had vanished and why. A strange suspicion gleamed in the darkness of my mind, one that I was cutting my teeth on, when the air became drastically colder.

My horse eased to a walk, nickering with uncertainty.

I pulled him to a halt and gazed at our surroundings.

We were in a forest; the road wound onward through the trees, but it felt as if we had stepped into winter. The air was gray and bleak and sharp as a blade in my throat. Fog began to pool on the ground. The pine needles and bracken glittered with frost. When I exhaled, my breath spun like smoke.

A dark power had gathered in these woods.

Something that brimmed with magic.

I dismounted from the horse, who was shying away, flanks damp with sweat. As soon as I released the reins, the gelding bolted back the way we had come, leaving me to stand on the road alone, the fog nipping at my ankles.

But I would face this danger rather than run from it.

I called my shield from my belt. My arm trembled from the weight. I was burning, as if my skin had been blistered from the sun, and yet the cold air made me feel brittle as ice. I did not know how I could feel two things at once, but I told myself to breathe, my teeth aching, and I stepped away from the road, deeper into the fog.

I was the daughter of winter. And this scene almost felt like a memory. Sometimes, my mother had let me walk the mortal realm with her when she came into her season. I would watch her touch lakes and turn them to ice. How frost would bloom in her footsteps. How she would tilt her head to the sky and exhale, and snow would begin to fall.

My mother is dead.

I could still feel her blood on my hands—I could still smell its cloying sweetness—as I moved deeper into the forest.

“Phelyra?” I called.

She was the goddess of winter now, but there was no answer. Not even the birds stirred here. This forest was empty save for one powerful thing, and I continued to follow its cold trail, unable to hide how I shivered.

The trees began to grow sparser, their branches broken. The frost crackled beneath my feet.

I stepped into a clearing only to stop, the fog receding.

There, in the center of the woods, with her tattered wings and iridescent scales, with her ruby eyes pinned upon mine, was the rogue eithral.








LXI
Wings




MATILDA

I stared at her, afraid to move.

I was cold, and yet I burned.

I was iron, and yet I was crumbling like clay.

She watched me, her full attention hooked to mine. Her sides heaved as she breathed, her nostrils flared red. She could smell my ichor, how it seeped into my cloak and stained my back. Perhaps she could even smell my wounds, how one more twist would tear me open to glistening bones again.

I knew to avoid movement within an eithral’s sight and yet I could no longer hold up my shield. I eased it down to my side, and when it slipped from my arm entirely, landing on the frosted ground, I let it be.

The eithral stood. She had been resting here, her wings outstretched. They glinted in the overcast light as she brought them in, close to her sides. The air that spun around us was crisp as an apple and winter storm clouds. Like ice that grows on stony mountains. I was tempted to step back until I realized the stench was gone. For as long as I could remember, rotten air always preceded an eithral’s approach and intensified with their nearness. It was why I had not suspected one when the forest had turned cold.

She is no longer under Dacre’s control.

The thought pierced me like a spear.

She is of her own mind, her own will.

And perhaps that is why I was brave enough to approach her. I had broken Dacre’s hold on her. We had shared each other’s mind once. I had nearly lost myself within her vastness, and perhaps she had also lost herself within mine. We had forged our powers as one, and I would never forget it. Nor would I regret such a choice, even as my wounds ached.

I stepped closer to her.

Soon I could see every single scale that clothed her, resplendent. The ones that were missing, leaving behind patches of smooth gray skin, and the ones that still protected her, tight as chainmail.

I dropped to my knees.

Tears stung my eyes. When I blinked, they fell, and I did not wipe them away. I unknotted my cloak. I lay down before her, my back bare.

Here is my weakness. Here are my wounds.

They ran much deeper than what could be seen, but I closed my eyes, listening as the eithral shifted. The air crackled between us like a storm gathering strength over the ocean; the hair rose on my arms as she brought her muzzle to my spine, sniffing. She could finish this, I thought. She could tear me open, and I half expected it. I waited, poised. I waited to be broken again, my world winnowing down to a single point.

She only breathed upon my wounds, each chilled breath its own lash.

I winced at the pain. I dug my nails into the cold earth.

She huffed again, and my wounds burst open, one by one. This time I cried out, my voice a strangled sound that echoed off the trees. But now that the scabs had fallen away, the fire that was devouring me began to ease. It was her icy essence, extinguishing the flames. I groaned, feeling fragile as parchment burning down to ash.

I drifted inward, deep into my own inner darkness, but the eithral’s movement brought me back to the forest. She was shifting away from me, and I remained sprawled, boneless. But when I dared to move, I felt the ice that now coated my back, packing my wounds.

I lay there for a long moment, my cheek pressed to the hard-packed ground. But then came a tug in my side, sharp enough to prompt me to open my eyes. I could feel Vincent’s words. The letter I needed to deliver.

Rise.

The voice in my mind was not my own. It was darker, smokier. A voice that seemed to span across the wasteland. I wondered if it belonged to the eithral.

Rise, Matilda.

Time had spilled through my fingers like sand, and I had rested as long as I could. Gently, I pushed up to stand on legs that felt as feeble as a fawn’s. The ice on my back was like a vise, holding me together. It had driven out the worst of my pain, the heat that had seemed trapped beneath my skin.

I gathered my fallen shield, my discarded cloak.

The eithral continued to watch me, a hint of curiosity in her lambent eyes.

When I reached out to touch her scales, she let me. They were smooth as polished river stones. I could nearly see myself reflected within them. And when I dared to imagine what it would be like to ride upon her back, she lowered herself so I could climb upon her. Our minds, then, were still crossing paths.

I shivered as I settled on the space between her wings, but it was not from the cold. I could feel her power thrum through me. I could feel her heart beating—a slower cadence than my own, but her blood was just as hungry for flight and speed.

Wyndrift, I thought, envisioning the river, the bridge, the towers, the fortress. Vincent.

The eithral’s wings began to beat the air in heavy, thunderous strokes. Pressure mounted in my chest; my heart became erratic as the ground melted away beneath us. She rose, and I rose with her.

This time, we flew as allies, and I took in the world with my own eyes.








LXII
Supper and Obsidian




VINCENT

I had always suspected there was a door to the under realm hiding somewhere in Maiden Tower, given how magic seemed to sprout like weeds from its cracks. It was within this tower that food never went cold, wet garments dried themselves as soon as they were peeled away, and fire burned faithfully from the torches, extinguishing only when darkness was desired. It was why I found myself here on the last day of the mourning sennight, preparing for the worst to come at dawn.

I stood in the armory, taking inventory of our remaining weapons. Long swords, axes, morning stars, pikes, crossbows. A few had gone dusty and dull with disuse. I set aside the ones that needed to visit the forge for sharpening and repair, my mind distant until I felt a cold prickle at the back of my neck.

Someone was in the doorway, watching me.

I had come to recognize the way air shifted around divinity. It was like an owl in flight, cutting through space without sound.

I braced myself and turned to see the god of war, framed by the humble lintel, half of his face in shadow. He wore freshly polished armor and a red cloak. A sword with a ruby hilt was sheathed at his side, and he smelled like spiced wine and smoke and something else that I could not name.

I should have been surprised to have yet another god within my fortress, unannounced. They were like cats, I thought, drawn to the people who liked them least. But I was too weary for it, and I sighed, thinking this tower had done it. That secret Underling door.

“Forgive me for disturbing you,” Bade said after a tense moment. “But I am here to see Matilda.”

I stared at him a beat too long. He shifted his weight, glancing over the weapons I had set aside.

“Is she here?” he added, a touch impatient.

“No, she is not,” I replied.

His frown deepened. “Where is she?”

“Skyward. Her father summoned her to court, four days ago.”

“Four days ago…” He mulled over that, but I could sense his worry. “When do you expect her to return?”

I dropped my gaze. “By this evening.” She had told me she would return before the mourning ended, and so I continued to hope. I continued to watch the wasted door of Fury Tower. The currents of the river. My own tower window.

Bade sighed. I expected him to leave and so I returned to my task, selecting another great sword whose edge needed to be whetted. The god of war remained where he was, stubborn as a shadow, and I felt my own worry begin to unfold, crowding my chest like too many crows perched upon a branch.

What does a lord do when an impatient god unexpectedly arrives at his hall and hovers?

You invite him for supper and hope he will decline.

To my distress, Bade accepted.



Cook had outdone himself with the battle-eve meal, roasting fresh trout from the river with cloves of garlic, stewed yams, chard, and bread that was pitted with soft cheeses and herbs. We ate in the hall of Maiden Tower, and Bade was reminiscent of a mountain, taking up the space of two chairs. My warriors gave him a wide but respectful berth, their eyes helplessly drawn to him as he ate. Some of them remembered Bade from Adria’s war, and I could see a mix of emotions in their faces—anger and distrust as well as hope and excitement.

I had no choice but to sit across from the guest I had invited, despite my meager appetite.

We were eating an early meal, and sunset was still a good bell away. Amber light streamed in through the window at an angle, catching armor and sword hilts and rings on fingers. I could smell the musk of the river mingling with fish and sweat and burning leaves. The room felt cramped but whole, as if we grew in strength by brushing elbows.

“This is good,” Bade said, but his scowl only deepened, as if our food being delicious was a terrible disappointment.

“Yes. Cook is skilled.” I refilled his goblet with honeyed ale. “You are welcome to as much as you want.”

Another round of uncomfortable silence. I did not know what to say to Matilda’s ally. As a boy, I had loathed him for stealing Adria away from us, although the older I grew the more I understood why. She would have died if he had not ushered her below. We were destined to lose our queen, no matter which way the war ended.

“You have known Matilda since you were children?” Bade glanced up at me.

I blinked away my shock. That was when I realized … he was not only here to see Matilda, he was striving to know me as well. He was sitting at our table, eating our mortal food, suffering great discomfort in hopes of finding some common ground with me.

“I have,” I replied. “Although I dreamt of her before I ever met her in person.”

“You dreamt of her?”

I nodded. “Years ago, I suffered from nightmares. I would find myself drowning in this river almost nightly until she appeared and pulled me out of it.”

Whatever I had said gave Bade pause.

I told myself to be polite, and continued, “I heard that you trained her how to fight.”

“Yes.” Bade’s voice was distant. He broke another piece of bread, but he did not eat it. “She tested me, quite a few times.”

I smiled in spite of myself. “I can imagine.”

He began to regale me with one such story. Of their very first training session, when Matilda had grown annoyed with him and had hurled her shield at his feet and run through the under realm.

“I learned that day she is swift,” he mused fondly. “Not even I could catch up to her.”

I knew of that swiftness—how she had run over the moors, evading my brothers and their horses—and my own story was on the tip of my tongue. I was about to tell Bade of it, that first time I had seen her face-to-face, when the tower bell began to ring.

Instantly, the mood in the hall became solemn. We froze, holding our breaths, listening to the bell and the distant shouts from the bridge.

“What is that?” Bade asked. “Has the battle started?”

“No,” I replied, standing. “An eithral has been spotted.”



Bade followed me to the open air of Rye Bridge.

The light was faltering. We stood in a world that was painted in shades of gray, and the air had gone so cold that frost began to gleam over the wooden planks.

“There she comes,” Bade said, spotting the wyvern first. He pointed to the northern sky, where the eithral was nearly seamless with the low-hanging clouds. It was her wings, catching the fading sun like a prism, that gave her away. “Your warriors should take cover.”

Most of them had; they knew what to do without my command. All of us had grown up beneath the threat of eithrals, and to remain still and quiet had been ingrained within us.

But then a shout broke the heavy silence.

It came from Rye Tower, and I glanced up, seeing movement on the battlements. I had nearly forgotten about Hugh and the ballistas and the five bolts of obsidian. His warriors were preparing the ballista on Rye, which meant they were likewise setting the bolts to fire from the three western towers. And while I had agreed to this … I could not deny that my stomach gave a lurch in response.

It was one thing to imagine shooting a wyvern from the sky. It would be another thing to see it happen.

“What is this?” Bade asked, glaring at the motion on Rye. “You should command them to be still. They will draw her to us.”

I did not answer him. My eyes were set upon the eithral, coming ever closer, her wings stirring up a stinging gale. But then I came to realize two things: the air was clean and crisp, like the first snowfall, and someone was riding upon the wyvern’s back.

Matilda.

My world narrowed to that one vibrant point. Her cloak, her hair were like flame against the wash of white and gray. I tried to breathe but could not. My heart was in my throat.

“Hold your fire!” I shouted.

My command sliced through the air, and yet the warriors on Rye did not heed me. They were aiming, overcome with excitement. Their shouts were frantic as the eithral came into range, moments away from gliding over us.

“Hold!” I screamed at them. “Hold!”

But it was like I stood in a nightmare. My voice felt ripped up by the roots, my feet were too heavy to move. Bade took hold of my shoulder; his nails bit into my skin as he, too, recognized Matilda on the eithral’s back.

The ballista fired.

The obsidian bolt whirred through the air, cutting the wind with a hiss.

I was screaming, but I could not hear my own voice. It was like ash in my mouth. I could only hear my pulse, throbbing in my ears, filling my chest with a roar.

The bolt struck the eithral’s broad chest.

She jerked and released a cry that made the world tremble. Colors bled away like rain. The bridge shuddered. I fell to my knees, but I was not watching her wings or her body, careening in pain through the air. I was watching Matilda, how she struggled not to fall.

Bade was shouting at me, but his voice was distorted, like we were underwater.

He was shaking me, but I could do nothing. I could do nothing but gasp as the eithral carried Matilda over the water, losing height as her wings struggled to beat.

Together they plummeted, fog swirling in their wake.

They went down on Grimald’s side of the river.








LXIII
You Do Not Want Men to Catch You




MATILDA

The moment before we hit the ground was eerie, peaceful.

Clouds spun above us, tasting like mist. Grimald’s camp sprawled below, the tents rippling from the wind gusts. I watched warriors cower on the ground. The mud and patches of grass and campfires were like a vast mosaic, each piece sharply defined.

I clung to the eithral, my legs trembling from the effort, and breathed in the last moment of peace. Woodsmoke and frost and cold earth.

I had seen Vincent on the bridge. Vincent and Bade, side by side. It had been unexpected, and I had been so overjoyed at the sight of them that I had not noticed the ballistas on the towers until it was too late. It had not once crossed my mind that we would be fired upon.

The wyvern glided lower, her breaths labored. We arced over the hill where Grimald’s tent sat and coasted down to the vale. We cleared the last portion of the camp, and I braced myself, my heart beating against my ribs, hard enough to crack them.

Down, down.

The bracken rustled beneath us. A bird flittered from the grass.

We tore into the earth as if we were an iron plough, furrowing the soil.

The collision was so rough that it flung me from her back. I hit the ground with a jar and rolled over tussocks of grass and small stones. The cloak was roughly torn from my neck, and the ice fractured across my spine. I tumbled until I dug my fingers into the ground, and there I held myself, prostrate, my dress muddied and torn. Sweet blood filled my mouth; I had bitten the inside of my lip, and I swallowed down the tang, watching as the eithral eventually came to a rest on her side, a trembling wing raised, iridescent in the twilight.

Shouts echoed over the vale.

It was Grimald’s warriors, running toward us from camp.

Dazed, I pushed myself up to my feet and darted to the eithral’s side. Neither of us could afford to be caught by men, by the enemy. My blood roared through me when I touched her cold scales. She was breathing in short bursts, and I rounded to the front, where I could see the obsidian shaft protruding from her chest. It had not caught her heart but one of her lungs, and I shivered in relief.

She would live, if she could get herself to a haven.

“I will pull this free, and you must fly away from here,” I whispered to her. “Fly somewhere safe, where you can rest and heal yourself.”

Her dark red eyes flashed in recognition. She made a low sound, as if agreeing with me.

Another excited shout rent the air.

The men were drawing closer. When I glanced over my shoulder I could see a line of them coming, mud splattered over their armor, swords drawn.

Quickly, I thought, and then, Forgive me.

I took hold of the bolt, slick with the eithral’s glittering blood, and yanked it free.

She bellowed; the sound went through me like a thunderclap. The last of the fog melted, the clouds seemed to boil above us. My pulse skipped and I took a step back, watching as she struggled to rise.

“Fly!” I commanded, emotion welling in my throat. “Fly!”

Her wings flapped, one of them lower than the other. Her wounded side seemed to drag her downward but as she began to lift herself in the air, I followed in her shadow. I ran, my pace increasing with each stride.

The ice began to melt from my back. As it did, the numbness faded. I could feel my scars; they were tender but healed. I had nothing to conceal them; my cloak was left behind, trampled underfoot by Grimald’s men.

But I was gaining speed, and once the eithral had vanished up into the clouds, I set my eyes on the forest in the distance. A dark green shadow that could hide me.

I left Grimald’s men far behind, my legs devouring the meadow. Soon, I could no longer hear their shouts, the clink of their armor as they chased me. But I did not dare to rest until I had reached the shelter of the woods. I wove deep within the stark trees, slowing my pace. My chest heaved; I was shaking, I realized, from the crash, the desperation, the run.

Beneath it all, I felt a tug in my chest.

Vincent.

I still carried a letter for him. I was on an assignment, and the sudden distance between us made me stagger.

Slowly, I came to a stop.

I reached out to touch one of the trees, steadying myself. I did not have much time; soon Grimald’s men would reach the forest, but the eithral had escaped, and that had been the most important. They would have killed her for her scales.

“You seem to have caused quite a stir.”

I glanced up, startled to see I was not alone.

She had entered the woods so quietly I had not heard her. Or perhaps she had been here all along, watching the disaster unfold with her shrewd blue eyes.

“Alva,” I said, but my voice was hoarse.

“I told you to come visit me and my brother. And yet you have let mortal days pass since then.” She paused, noting my dirt-stained dress, the stray grass in my hair, the eithral blood on my hands. “He would be displeased to know you have also been riding one of his pets.”

I waited for the fear to grip me like a claw, but it never did.

“What do you want?” I asked.

Alva inclined her head, blond fringe spilling over one eye. “We cannot discuss it here. Come with me now, and I will not tell Dacre of you and the eithral.”

I hesitated. But in the distance, I could hear the men shouting again.

“And,” she added, “you do not want men to catch you, do you?”

Before I could reply, Alva opened a door hidden in a tree, a threshold I had never used or seen before. I continued to debate until I acknowledged this conversation was inevitable. I would not be able to avoid it for much longer.

I followed her down to the under realm.








LXIV
Lament to a Lullaby




MATILDA

Alva’s burrow was just as I remembered it.

The endless shelves were still laden with dusty scrolls, the furniture still mismatched. The mantel was still lined with colorful wine bottles, and eldritch tapestries still haunted the walls, evoking a shiver when I looked at them.

The only thing that had changed in this place was me.

I sat in a chair before the hearth when Alva offered it to me. As she went to a cabinet to pour us two glasses of wine, I discreetly studied her desk, illumined by flickering candles. A new dream scroll was spread upon the cherry wood, dark inked words scrawled across the parchment.

“I assume you have been Skyward these past few days?” Alva asked. Her back was angled to me as she corked the wine and added a flourish of herbs to each of our goblets. Her long hair was wispy and tangled at the ends, as if she had just woken from slumber.

It had not occurred to me until then that perhaps she could only wield her magic of nightmares and dreams by sleeping herself. And how vulnerable that might make her. She was at her most powerful when she embraced the weakness it required.

“Yes,” I replied when she turned, handing me the wine. “My father summoned me to court.”

“Hmm.” She settled in the chair across from mine, crossing her long legs. “Did it have to do with the six new stars that woke in the sky directly below your constellation?”

No, I thought wryly. The Skyward court had been too preoccupied with my crime and my scourging to take note of the night sky and its subtle changes.

I remained quiet, my posture straight as an arrow. I had been mindful to keep my scars out of Alva’s sight, never turning my back to her. Perhaps I could have changed the course of the conversation if I had told her I had been punished, but I did not want to expose such a thing to her. Nor could I truly tell her the reason for the whipping.

“You took note of the new stars?” I said.

Alva smiled. It was a coy smile, revealing a flash of her teeth. “There are some of us who keep a careful watch on the sky, even if it seems to be unchanging, year after year. Eventually, though, old stars go dark and new stars bloom, as on the night you were born. I have always kept a close eye on such things.”

Warmth crept across my cheeks. I had been distracted these past days. The last time I had truly studied the night sky, I had been in Vincent’s arms, lying amongst meadow grass and starlight. I had been thinking about his body and how it felt good against my own, as if we were two pieces that made the whole.

I swallowed, but a stone had lodged in my throat.

I felt the tug toward him again, as if I stood on a shore at high tide. I was far from him, sitting in another realm. And yet this deep draw to where he stood, surrounded by water, wind in his hair … It is just the magic, I told myself. It was the letter I still carried, with his name scrawled upon it. The terrible news of missing people I had to bear to him.

And yet I could not parse what was magic, and what was my heart. They were entangled; I wondered if my power required my greatest weakness, just as Alva’s dreaming.

“I do not have much time, Alva,” I said. “What is it you need to speak with me about?”

“You sound just like your mother. Did you know it?”

I did not want to be reminded of my mother. Not by her, or Phelyra. Not even Bade.

“No,” I said.

“You even scowl the same way she does.” She took a sip of wine, continuing to watch me over the goblet’s rim. “But I digress. I am wondering why those six new stars awoke. I would have thought it was due to you venturing through the wasteland, but you have been there before, haven’t you? When you were a god-child and you stepped into Vincent’s dream for the first time. So I know it was not your passage in and out of the wastes, but rather something you did while you were there this most recent time.”

My mouth went dry as bone.

I almost took a sip of the wine, but something stayed my hand. A chill, coasting up my arm.

“I thought you once told me that souls do not move the same way in the wastes as they do here, in our realm,” I replied. “Perhaps magic is the same. Something I did long ago waited to reveal itself.”

Alva’s smile remained curved like a sickle, but her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. But that still leaves the question as to what this power of yours is, Matilda.”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because if those six stars below the herald constellation do belong to you, then that is immense power. And this game of power is only fair when we know all the tokens that sit upon the table. There are no secrets, no sleights of hand, amongst our courts. If one of us kills another, we know exactly the magic we are taking and consuming.”

She had never killed another divine for power. It was one of the reasons why I was partly trusting her now; she had no appetite for blood. But I wondered why she was so concerned about this need for transparency. Why she was so keen to know all my secrets.

A heavy knock sounded on the door, breaking the tense air between us.

“Who is it?” Alva called.

“Bade.” His voice was ragged, as if he had run a great distance. “Open the door.”

“Ah, Bade,” Alva echoed. “You have not visited me in ages. Not since Zenia’s alliance fell apart. Why come now, old friend?”

“You have Matilda. Enva said she saw the two of you, walking this way. I need to speak with her, see her.”

“Matilda is fine. There is nothing here to see. Right, child?” She nodded for me to speak.

I cleared my throat, willing my voice to emerge smooth, strong. “I am well, Bade.”

There was a pause, like he was weighing a hundred thoughts in his mind. My cadence, the words I had said. The ones I had not.

“Open the door, Alva,” he insisted. “I have been instructed to look upon her, to ensure she is unharmed, and to bring her home.”

Alva rolled her eyes. “Instructed by whom?”

“Her husband.”

I drew a sharp breath. Alva noticed, glancing at me as if she were surprised by my reaction. I kept my eyes trained on the door, struggling to veil my expression. I am a goddess, and I do not care for mortals. That is what I wanted Alva to see in me.

But my grip tightened on the goblet, until my knuckles drained white.

I had to fight that inner pull toward Vincent again. The desire to drop everything and run to him. He was a place where I knew I would be safe.

I acknowledged it, then.

It was not the letter, undelivered. A weight in my belt.

It was the gilded edge of my own will. My own flesh and blood, wanting to be close to him.

“Very well,” Alva said, rising. “I will open the door, but you must remain on the threshold. You have interrupted us, and Matilda has already told me she does not have much time to spare me.”

“Agreed. Now open the door.”

Bade and his manners. Or lack thereof.

When Alva swung open the door, my gaze met Bade’s from across the chamber. He did as Alva wanted; he remained standing on the threshold, frowning—which was usual. But I saw something unexpected in his eyes. A glimmer, like tears. It was worry, fear. He studied me, as if we could speak without words. As if he were asking me, Are you all right? Do I need to kill her for you?

“I am well,” I said. “As you can see.”

I was thankful I was facing the door, and my back remained draped in shadows. I never wanted him to see my scars.

“We saw you … falling,” he said, his voice stilted, as if he were being mindful of what he said in front of Alva.

“Yes, but I am not hurt,” I insisted.

“Vincent asked me to search for you. I had a feeling you would come below, to escape.”

I nodded, my thumbnail absently picking at a jewel inlaid in the goblet. “Will you carry a message back to him for me?”

“Anything,” Bade said, softer. “Although I hoped to escort you myself.”

“I need to finish this conversation with Alva,” I replied. “But if you will return to Vincent now and assure him that I am well and will come to him tonight … I would be most thankful to you.”

It was not lost on me that I, the herald of the gods, was asking someone else to deliver a message on my behalf. It felt odd. But once, long ago, I had carried a letter for Bade as Adria had been dying in his arms.

He had never forgotten that moment. It had changed our world, and we could now feel that memory surge between us like floodwaters. We were both remembering that night as if it had been yestereve, and Bade—who never bent to anyone save for Adria—bowed his head to me.

“I will go now,” he said before cutting a sharp glance at Alva. “Do not keep her much longer.”

Alva waved her hand, annoyed. “Yes, yes. You heard the herald. Go on now, before her husband loses heart.”

I ground my teeth as she shut the door, as I listened to Bade’s heavy footfalls fade.

I did not like her making fun of Vincent’s emotions. It felt like she was pressing down on my own bruises, but I smoothed my face again as she returned to sit across from me.

“What a clever herald you are,” she said, arching her brow, her voice warm with mirth. “Making the rusty god of war carry a message for you.”

It was not clever so much as it was desperate. I needed my words to reach Vincent somehow, and Bade had presented an opportunity.

“What more did you wish to say to me?” I said.

“I thought we could forge a new alliance. You and me. We were close when you were younger. All those scrolls of mine I lent to you…”

“What would an alliance with you do for me?”

“I think the better question is what would it not do?” Alva countered. “I am the only Underling who knows you can enter the wasteland. I know you can step into dreams. I know you wear the Gatekeeper’s eye on your belt. I know you are soft toward mortals, and that you ride upon eithrals. I know those six new stars belong to you, and that your power is far greater than any of us once believed.” She paused, and I could not deny how my heart faltered. “You could say that I have been waiting for this moment. For you to grow into a goddess and return to the court here. I helped you become who you are, and I think it is only fair that you pay me my due.”

“Pay you?” I said, smothering an incredulous laugh. “For what?”

“All those dream scrolls I let you read. All those times I covered for you when your mother was keen to glean your secrets. When I let you go at the Dark Lake Door.”

She had not let me go. I had slipped through her grasp like the wind.

It occurred to me that Alva did not want a mere alliance, as she was claiming. She wanted to control me. To harness my power for her own.

And perhaps she felt threatened by me. By the fact that I could step into the wasteland when she could not. The fact that I could likewise enter nightmares and dreams. Her domain.

“I know far too much about you, Matilda,” Alva murmured, leaning forward. “It would be wise to have me as an ally. I can protect you here.”

Her words sluiced down my skin like cold sweat as she tapped her goblet to mine. A forced toast. She wanted me to drink with her, to open the floodgates of all my secrets. To trust her.

Before I could lift the wine to my lips, another knock sounded on the door.

“Who is it?” Alva snapped.

“It is me, sister. I have something for you.”

Enva.

I recognized her sultry voice, the way it hung like perfume in the air.

Alva set her goblet down with a hard clunk, her jaw flexing. “She has been a pebble underfoot,” she muttered to me. “And yet my brother has ordered me to indulge her to help make her content here. As if she is a petulant god-child.”

I only bit my tongue, watching as Alva rose to answer the door a second time.

Enva did not wait for an invitation. As soon as the oakwood swung open, she crossed the threshold in a swirl of colorful skirts. Her harp was belted to her back over a violet cloak, and her long black hair was loose and shining from oil, adorned with small blue flowers.

“Ah, Matilda,” she greeted me, as if I were a surprise. “I have missed you at the wedding feasts. But how good to see you here, visiting my sister. I thought to entertain you both. A new song I have written. Dacre has encouraged me to play for others, and so here I am.”

She sat on a stool beside me and brought the harp to her lap, letting it rest against her shoulder. She plucked a few idle notes, awakening the instrument. It had all happened so abruptly that Alva could only gape at the intrusion. And while I wanted to protest myself—for all I loved Enva’s music, I did not have time for this—I could only hold my breath.

This was not like Enva.

In the Skyward court, she was elegant and mysterious, like a pool of dark water. She was reserved and solemn, unguarded only when she was amongst divines that she trusted. She did not play so openly in my father’s hall; oftentimes, we had to beg her for her music.

No, this bubbly, vivacious goddess who had spun into Alva’s burrow was not the Enva I knew.

At first, I wondered if dwelling below had changed her so greatly that it was like looking at a fractured version of her. But then she met my stare, and I saw a warning gleam in her eyes.

This was an act. And she had not come here for Alva, but for me.

I settled deeper into my chair, setting the wine aside.

“A quick song, then,” said Alva, but her voice was clipped. Irritation bracketed her mouth as she resumed her seat. “Matilda has places she needs to be.”

“Oh, I will not play long,” Enva insisted, smiling brightly at Alva. “Thank you for indulging me.”

So she had overheard Alva’s words.

The air turned sour, awkward, until Enva began to play in earnest.

There was not a time I could remember when I had not loved her music. When I was still a child, burning Skyward coins just to hear a piece of it. When I had at last ascended to my father’s court, and her strumming had been transcendent, flowing over us like milk, feeding us like honey.

As her song swelled now, filling every corner of Alva’s burrow, I let myself sink into those notes. And because I had heard her music above, I realized it sounded slightly different here in the under realm. Her music seemed richer, darker, reminiscent of blood spilling over silk. As I watched her deft fingers pluck the strings, the notes held a faint glimmer; I could nearly see them in the air, like a beam of sun in rain.

She began to play a lively tune. One that I felt in my bones.

I smiled and began to tap my foot. I had swallowed all the light, all the summer rain, all the first fruits, and I was triumphant. I was made from smelted gold, from fragrant smoke and brilliant heat, and when laughter climbed up my throat, I let it loose.

It seemed to twine with Enva’s music, as if the ballad was complete now—silver plucked notes and immortal voice, rising and falling with each other.

Across from me, Alva began to clap. Her face was radiant as a full moon. She was youthful, as if all her scheming and plotting had melted and she was a happier version of herself. What had we been discussing? Was it something dire?

Why had I come to her burrow to begin with?

I found that I could not remember.

I only knew what was directly before me: zestful music that made my heart dance. Alva and Enva, one who was like the sun, the other the moon. Both of whom were power cloaked in beauty and prowess and skill. And I never wanted this jubilant moment to end. Let it go on and on, defying time itself.

I do not know how long Enva played the happy ballad, but all too soon, her nimble fingers began to slow. The notes she plucked shed their fervor for something else. A song woven with sorrow and heartache.

At once, my foot ceased its tapping. My laughter was eclipsed by tears. Alva’s clapping ended. Our smiles and luster dimmed like stars at dawn, and we now leaned forward, hungry to soak in Enva’s sad notes, even as they felt like thorns.

This was a bittersweet song, resurrecting painful memories. The ones I held deep but did not want to retrace in my mind. The ones that had sadly made me who I was.

My eyes became fountains, and I wept. It seemed to be another requirement of this song—the notes needed my tears; they needed the sound of my anguish. It fed Enva’s music, like I was tossing meat to an eithral, building up her strength.

I was not the only one to weep. Alva was also sobbing, long-nailed hands covering her face. It was agony but it was also a release, a cleansing. But beneath our keening, I heard a distant thought, hacking through my emotion.

Am I being compelled?

My heart was beating a heavy cadence. It tried to rise from the despair—this is not real, this is a spell—and yet that logic was like a wasp, droning at my ear, evading my hand.

Soon, I could not weep and chase after that haunting suspicion. I gave myself wholly to the sorrow, until it felt like I had cried myself dry, and my voice was hoarse.

Enva shifted the song again.

Her fingers played even slower now, but the notes had transformed from a lament to a lullaby.

Instantly, my weeping ended, as did Alva’s.

We lifted our red-rimmed eyes to watch Enva’s pale hands pluck sweet, gentle notes. I thought of the purr of a cat. A patch of sunlight. The effervescent waters of summer, flowing through the underground rill. The scent of fresh-cut herbs. A cup of warm wine, shot through with clove and cinnamon. The strong arms of someone holding me, their embrace not a fetter but a place of refuge.

I exhaled, slow and deep.

My shoulders began to sag. My bones felt heavy as iron.

I could not keep my eyes open.

Slowly, like a boat that had been loosened from the quay, I began to drift out to open sea. I began to surrender to sleep.

There was a sharp tug in my ribs. Inked words, nestled there. Words that were not my own.

Matilda, help me!

I could hear Vincent’s voice. I could see a glimpse of his face, lined with agony. Not even the thought of him or the longing that crackled through me could hold me tethered to the waking world.

I plunged into a deep, dark slumber.








LXV
The Silt of Songs




MATILDA

I woke slowly.

Someone was hauling me from beneath my arms. I could feel their long nails pressing into my skin, their breath sifting through my hair. My feet dragged along a cold stone floor.

I opened my eyes.

My sight was blurry until I blinked and, like scales falling away, the world became sharper. We were in one of the Underling corridors; the torchlight was hazy. Moths had gathered on the ceiling in clusters; they looked like pale flower petals with their wings spread. I could hear the bubbling of the underground rill. The air smelled like damp stone and moss, as well as a hint of smoke.

“Wake, Matilda,” said a familiar voice in my ear. “You do not have much time now.”

“Enva,” I replied. “Where are we?”

We had reached the bank of the rill and she paused, ensuring I could stand before she released me. My mind was caught in a maelstrom; I could not remember what had brought us to this moment or why she had been dragging me. There seemed to be a piece of my memory cut away.

“What is the last thing you remember?” she asked, stepping into my view. Her harp was strapped to her back, the violet cloak fluttering in the slight draft. Her eyes seemed to burn like coals into mine.

“I was with Alva,” I said with a frown. “Bade knocked on the door, and then you … you swept in. You played a song for us.”

“What song?”

“I do not remember.” But I could still feel the music, as if it had left silt behind in my bones. “Why did you interrupt us? Why have you dragged me away?”

“Because Alva planned to kill you.”

The words struck me like arrows. For a moment I could only stand and breathe, holding Enva’s stare.

“How do you know this?” I whispered.

“I overheard her speaking with Dacre. Her plan was to invite you to her burrow and poison your wine, to force truth from your tongue. She wanted to know more about the six stars that stirred in the sky beneath your constellation. If they were truly yours, what magic they hid, and how to wield such power. Then she planned to kill you so she could take your power as her own.”

I turned away, staring at the rill. My eyes still felt clouded, my heart wounded from Enva’s revelation. Words I did not want to believe when I thought about who Alva had been to me in my childhood, but all the same knew to be true. Quietly, I knelt and cupped water in my palms, drinking until I did not feel so dry and weathered, like I was one touch away from crumbling to dust. It granted me some time to compose myself and my thoughts, to swallow the emotion that had wound tight as a knot in my chest.

“Thank you,” I said when I felt steady again. I glanced up at her. “How did you get me away? I still do not remember what happened after the song.”

“Because you slept,” Enva replied. “I cast a spell with my music. I played for joy, then sorrow, and lastly slumber. It was the only thing I could think of to get you away from her. By now, she also will have awoken. She will be remembering, just as you are. Soon, she will come for you again. You must leave the under realm and stay away until this news of unclaimed stars no longer smolders in the courts.”

Leave the under realm.

I had only just returned. But what was here for me?

Bade and Adria.

Enva, who was far more powerful than I had ever imagined. Not once had she cast spells with her music in the Skyward court. She had minted coins, but we had never been compelled to sleep, or laugh, or weep when we listened to her strumming. But perhaps she had always been destined to play below. Perhaps giving up her freedom and dwelling in the place she least desired had unlocked a portion of her power that she had not even known she carried.

Rising, I stood face-to-face with her again. I was reluctant to say farewell, but she surprised me by taking a small braid in her hair and cutting it away.

“I did not save you to make you indebted to me,” she murmured, bringing the black braid around my wrist, binding it as a bracelet. “And I will not ask you what this magic is you now wield. Let it remain your secret until you are ready to speak it aloud. But one day, I will have need of you and your power. One day, I will call for you, and I would ask that you remember this night and how I spared you from death.”

“I will remember,” I said. “And I will come when you call for me.”

I could be in the wastes, the mists, and still I would answer her.

Voices began to echo down the corridor. I did not realize it yet, but whenever Enva played in the under realm, every breathing creature and divine fell prey to her ensorcelled songs. Her music vibrated through the rocks and made the gemstones flare with light. It rippled through our water and wine. All of us had laughed, wept, and fallen asleep. Now, the rest of the court was stirring again, trying to make sense of the gap in their memories.

“Was it your father?” Enva asked sadly.

I stiffened.

But she did not want me to reply. She untethered the cloak at her collar and brought it around my shoulders. I sighed beneath the warmth and gentle weight. I no longer felt exposed with my scars on display.

“Thank you,” I said again.

She kissed my brow as a mother would. “Go now.”

I turned and ran through the corridors, heading to where I knew the under realm led to Maiden Tower.

The hound’s den.








LXVI
Two Messages and an Elegy




VINCENT

He delivered her message to me just as the sun was setting.

“She is hale,” Bade said. “Unharmed.”

Ever since I had seen Matilda gliding over me, I had remained on the bridge, my eyes on Grimald’s camp. I could not look away, not even as vespers had arrived and twilit fog had rolled across the river. Soon, it had started to mist. A cold dankness settled into my marrow. I was drenched, and still, I could not look away, not even when Bade returned to me.

“Lord.” He took hold of my shoulder. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes.” It felt as if I had not spoken for a hundred winters. It felt like I had not seen her, touched her, for a thousand more. “You saw her?”

“Yes. She gave me a message for you. She will return to you this night, before the sun rises.”

I nodded, but I wanted more.

I felt like I could drown in it—this wanting.

“You must set your mind on what is to come,” Bade said to me in a low voice, as if he could read my thoughts. “Matilda will keep her word. You must oversee the last elegy.”

I hated that he was right. I hated that I felt reassured by his presence.

“Why are you here?” I asked bluntly. “Why are you helping me?”

Bade was solemn for a tense moment. As a god, he could deny me. He did not have to answer my sharp queries. He could smite me for my impudence. He could set a curse upon my lineage. He could simply turn and walk away and leave me unanswered.

I expected one of the three.

“Because she is yours, as you are hers,” Bade replied quietly. “And she is precious to me.”



We went to the great hall when darkness fell.

Hugh and his warriors had already gathered, armor gleaming with mist, awaiting the elegy. The fires burned bright in the hearths and the best ale was poured, but the mood was somber and anxious. My warriors arrived next, Nathaniel leading them. It did not surprise me that they followed him or that their attention was devoted to his presence. He had died and returned to life; he was magic incarnate, and he gave them hope that we would prevail.

My brother chose to sit amongst them.

I did not call him to me as I sat on the dais, Bade on my right, Hugh on my left. When the second cup of ale was poured and the fire began to burn low, I knew it was time.

The musician stood from the table where she had been sitting with her brothers and began to play her flute. The notes were melancholic, a song to remember the lives that had been lost, slain in the battle. We were quiet, listening, and when she reached the end of the elegy, she took the final notes and molded them into a new song. She drew in puffs of air, breathing them out into a rousing fighting chorus.

The sadness melted away like shadows at midday. This was a call to take up arms and fight in the memory of the dead. To defend hearth and home when the dawn came.

I listened as the entire hall was entranced by the chorus, pounding their tankards on the table and cheering, just as this melody was designed to do on the eve before battle. I wanted to join them but found that I was cold and unmoving, overcome with dread, until I felt a sudden prompting.

Someone was staring at me, unapologetically, and I began to survey the crowd. My eyes raked over table after table, but none of the warriors were paying me any mind. All eyes were on the musician and her flute as she moved through the hall, spouting a cascade of notes.

All eyes but two, and I finally met them.

Matilda stood beneath the arched lintel of the hall’s doorway, gazing at me, softened by shadows.

I held her stare, my blood singing at her nearness, and I wondered if she had read those words of mine, the ones I had burned into smoke for her. When she did not look away from me—when the hall faded until it was only us—I knew she must have.

I rose.

The chair scraped behind me, and my sudden movement distracted the musician. Her notes stalled, but then she saw what had arrested my attention. She saw Matilda, standing on the threshold, dressed in white and gold, her cloak draped down her back, and the musician spun her notes faster, as if she could measure the pulse that throbbed in my throat.

I descended the stairs and began to walk the aisle.

Matilda stepped forward to meet me, and as soon as the firelight washed over her, gilding her belt and catching her auburn hair, the assembly saw her and cheered. The sight of her was as bolstering as any battle-eve melody, as any tactic spread across a war table.

I wanted to take hold of her, crush my mouth against hers. I wanted to press my face to her neck, breathe in the scent of her skin. I wanted to lose my fingers in her hair, watch the pleasure flicker across her expression.

I did not want this to be pretense any longer.

That pointed truth made me halt a good arm’s length away from her. We stared at each other for one beat, two, before I decided I needed to do something; we had an audience and I needed to greet her as my wife.

I closed the last of the distance and embraced her.

I pressed Matilda close to my chest, one hand on the curve of her back, the other spanning her shoulders. I could smell the wind in her hair, as well as the earthy scent of flowers and honey on her skin. And I would have held her longer if she hadn’t winced and gone stiff in my arms.

Instantly, I dropped my hands and eased away.

I must have misread her gaze. I must have misunderstood the intensity I had seen within her when she had looked at me. I felt a torrid wretchedness, and I took another step back. My mind began to card through ways to reassure her. Somehow, we could continue our partnership with my feelings buried so deep she would never have to encounter them again.

“You’ve returned,” I said. My heart betrayed me, beating so swift I could scarcely breathe.

“Yes,” Matilda replied, a soft whisper of a word. Her eyes were luminous in the firelight; not once had she looked away from me. “And I have a message for you.”



We retreated to the war chamber, leaving Bade behind to begin the night watch on the bridge, but Matilda surprised me by inviting Hugh to join us. I knew then that whatever message she carried for me was not a good one, and I braced myself as she handed the letter to me.

As I read, I felt both Matilda and Hugh watching me intently.

It was from Darian, one of Wyndrift’s most skilled craftsmen. An honorable man who had once loved my father and my older brothers. And his words met me like a blade. I swallowed but I could feel my ire as well as my terror begin to unfold, pressing on my lungs.

“What is it, lord?” Hugh asked. “Has the wounded eithral been found?”

I looked at Matilda first. Our gazes met and held, and I could see within her that she knew the contents of this letter. She had been at Drake Hall, and that was a strange comfort to me.

“Lord?” Hugh pressed.

My gaze drifted to his. “A good portion of my people have gone missing from your hall.”

That struck him speechless. His mouth opened and closed, the whites of his eyes flaring.

“That cannot be possible,” Hugh sputtered at last. “When?”

“Two days after I escorted them there under the promise for safekeeping, which has now been broken.” I handed the letter to Hugh so he could read it. “Your people claim it is not of their doing. But I expect an answer from either you or them as to this matter.”

Hugh’s eyes raced over Darian’s letter. “Lord … I do not know what has happened. I am sorry, but this … this is a mystery. Something divine has occurred while I was away.” Here he glanced up at Matilda, as if she were the one at fault.

My fingers curled into a fist at my side.

But Matilda only held the old man’s stare, a challenge glinting in her eyes.

“I will agree with you, Hugh of Delavoy,” she said, and her voice was smooth and rich as polished wood. “But there is something about divinity you do not understand. The myths may claim we descend from the sky and emerge from the earth as bloodthirsty immortals, keen to snatch up your lovers and your children for our own. But we cannot simply take humankind. They must either agree to go with us into our domains, or be given to us by their own lord. We may steal from one another, but we rarely steal from mortals. We take what is offered to us.”

“Then this must be Vincent’s doing,” Hugh was quick to say. “Lord, perhaps it was an accident of yours, as these people belong to you and Wyndrift. They are not mine to sacrifice to any god.”

“Yes, but they fell under the protection of your holding,” Matilda replied, and her voice had sharpened, as if his accusation of me stirred her anger. “They could be taken without Vincent’s knowing, but only if you agreed to it.”

“I have agreed to nothing,” Hugh said. He held my stare, imploring me; his face was pale and wan beneath the candlelight. He wore his age like an ill-fitting garment, every wrinkle pronounced and crooked. “Nor is this the right time for us to discuss this, with battle coming at dawn. This will be the last quiet night we have before the assault begins. I would recommend that we rest and sleep on this troubling dilemma, and perhaps there will be clarity come dawn.”

I did not like the thought of sleeping on such a grave matter, but Hugh was right. There was not much I could do for my people at the moment, not with a dark night awaiting us. I could not leave the fortress to travel and reassure them. I could hardly fathom where the missing might have vanished to, leaving no trace.

But it did remind me of the night my mother had left us for Skyward.

Somehow, divinity was involved. And the longer I stared at Hugh, the more I began to believe he had betrayed me.

“Then let us go our separate ways and rest,” I said, keeping the suspicion from my voice. “And I will see you in the hall the hour before dawn.”

Hugh returned the letter to me. He bowed his head and left, and Matilda and I were quiet for a long moment before she reached out and took my hand.

My pulse leapt; her palm was soft against my calloused one.

“Come,” she said, lacing her fingers with mine. “We have more we need to discuss, but we should do it in your bedchamber.”

I let her lead me away.








LXVII
Endless as the Stars




VINCENT

This would be the last quiet night at the fortress, and yet I sensed little sleep would be found. There were far too many worries teeming within my mind and far too many things Matilda and I needed to discuss. I could feel the weight of unspoken words hanging between us as we sat facing each other before the hearth.

Alyse had been here, stoking the fire and turning down the bed linens. Fresh juniper had been cut and arranged upon my mantel; the air was spiced with evergreen, and I saw that Death’s letter to me—the one I had yet to open and read, the one that had first brought Matilda to my window—was still on display, tucked into the greenery.

“Where should we begin?” I asked.

“I suppose you could tell me what happened here while I was away,” Matilda said.

Yes, I thought. Something simple and straightforward.

I told her of the preparations that had been made for battle and of Nathaniel’s request to keep his killer alive. Of how Bade had appeared and stayed for dinner.

“Did Bade say why he was here?” she asked.

I frowned. “I thought he was your ally.”

“He was. Is. But I broke the salt vow with him days ago. I set him free of it—he is no longer duty bound to me—and so I am perplexed to see him here.”

“Matilda,” I breathed. “He is here because he cares for you.”

She fell quiet, but a pained expression stole across her face. It almost seemed as if she could not believe it—this idea that Bade had come out of love and not obligation—and I wondered what it had been like for her, growing up amongst powerful immortals. Had she never been told she was loved? Had her mother never held her and said such affirmations to her?

I thought of my own words, written and burned into smoke for her. Words that had traveled through realms to reach her.

I love you dearly, Red.

My face grew warm with the remembrance. I had not received a reply from her, but nor had I expected one. She had once claimed her magic did not flow in that way, and so I had waited for her to return. For this very moment, when I could speak with her.

Matilda stood and began to pace.

I sensed her energy; it bubbled, warm and anxious, like a spring. She was keen to run. If we were not held by stone walls, she would have, I thought. I could envision her sprinting over the moors, her hair tangling behind her. I could feel that distance spanning between us, even as we were in the same room, and I was suddenly desperate to remain close to her.

I knew this would be my fate when it came to loving her. She was everlasting; she was destined to come and go, like the cycle of seasons. And what was I? A humble mortal cursed to age and die. I was rooted to the ground, destined to return to the earth as dust.

I could not hold her any more than I could the wind, but I loved her for it.

I watched her move, graceful even in uncertainty, her cloak rippling in her wake. That was when I noticed it.

“Your cloak,” I said, and she halted, meeting my gaze. “This is a different one.”

“It is, yes,” Matilda replied, but I noticed she shivered. “I lost mine when the eithral fell. But I will reclaim it, after this battle.”

I had been waiting to speak of the eithral.

My guilt felt hot as a burn on my skin. I rose, unable to sit.

“I am sorry, Red,” I said. “I should have never agreed to those ballistas and bolts. It is my fault that you were shot down. Forgive me, for my weakness.”

She stared at me a long moment before stepping closer. My body responded like I was an instrument with strings stretched too taut, aching to be touched by her.

“You do not need my forgiveness,” she said, stopping two paces from me. A safe distance, but still close enough that I could smell her skin. I could see the firelight burning like stars in her eyes. “You were protecting your own, as you must. You have grown up fearing these creatures. They have wreaked death and havoc upon your people, and I cannot fault you for this. And how could you know that I would arrive on the back of one? I hardly expected it myself.”

“May I hear the story?” I asked. “How it came to be that you rode upon such a creature?”

I could see her swallow. She glanced down to the floor, tucking hair behind her ear.

“You may. But first, I must tell you something else. And I…” She broke her own words with a huff of laughter, but there was no mirth in it. It sounded like a shield, a bluff. “I do not know what this feeling is. I have rarely felt it before, but I think I am ashamed, or perhaps embarrassed, to tell this to you.”

I waited, giving her time.

At last she met my gaze again.

“I would have returned to you much sooner,” she began, “but I was wounded. And it took me days to heal myself.”

She turned and let her cloak fall away.

I stared at her bare back, the crosshatching of scars gleaming gold in the light. There were so many; I could not count them all, and my sight turned red at the edges. My fury was a sudden, terrible thing, clawing through my chest.

“Who?” I asked. “Red, who hurt you?”

Matilda pivoted to face me again. Her expression was solemn; I could not even begin to assume what she was thinking, but my emotions were as vivid as dye on my skin.

“My father,” she said simply. “He punished me before the entire Skyward court.”

Her response brought me up short. I felt broken, imagining such a scene.

“Why?” I rasped, moving closer to her.

“I wish I could tell you, but I cannot. And I am fine now. The wounds have healed, and only give me trouble from time to time. I am nearly restored to my full power again.”

I had hurt her. When I had embraced her in the hall. My hands had pressed upon her back, and she had winced in response.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, the words thick in my throat.

Matilda smiled, but it was born from sorrow. “I received your letter while I was healing at Fate’s villa. Your words … I have never received words such as yours before, and I was eager to respond to you, to see you again. To give you my own in reply, but I was still weak. I tried to ride the trade winds to Wyndrift and ended up at Drake Hall.”

My heart throbbed as I listened to her relay what she had seen there. My people she had spoken with, their distress and worry. And then her journey back to Wyndrift, and the rogue eithral in the forest. The ice on her back, the melting of her fever. The tentative bond she had shared with the wyvern. How she had dared to ride upon the creature’s back, knowing she would reach me much faster in flight than if she walked or went by horse.

We both knew what came next.

A bolt of obsidian.

My command to hold fire, ignored on the wind.

“I know that Hugh is your ally,” Matilda said. “But I would not trust him. There is something foul happening on his lands. Something he is withholding from you.”

I raked my hand through my hair. “I know. But how am I to recover those of mine who are missing? How am I to find answers if Hugh knows I am suspicious of him?”

Matilda was quiet for a beat, lost in thought. Then she said, “I think he is going to ask you for something. In exchange for your people’s safe return. You should be prepared for it after this battle ends.”

I nodded, dread winding through me. I was rife with conflictions: I never wanted dawn to come and I wanted the sun to hurry on its course so our trepidation would end.

I began to turn away, but there was still more I needed to say.

“If friendship is what you want, then I can give that to you,” I said, but the words scraped through me, dragging across my bones. “Simply tell me what you want of me.”

She was quiet so long that I thought I would collapse. I was coming undone between heartbeats, struggling to breathe, uncertain where to look.

Matilda drew closer. I watched the firelight catch the copper in her hair, the stray threads of gold near her temples, the drops of moonstones piercing her ears. When her gaze held mine, I found that I could not move. She could break me with a single word, and I waited for it.

“You said in your letter that there was a moment when you knew.” She paused, but her eyes were warm as summer earth. “You said there came a moment when you looked at me and could not breathe. When was it?”

“The morning after we camped in the meadow,” I said. “I stood with you at the wayside and asked you to return to Wyndrift. I did not want to let you go. I did not want us to separate, but you were the only one I trusted to aid my brother. One moment, you were there before me. The next, the wind had carried you away. And I missed you as if a part of me had been torn. I would have done anything to follow you.”

She was quiet, softened by wonder.

“Do you want to know my moment?” she asked. “The moment when I knew?”

When she knew she wanted more, or when she knew she wanted less?

“Tell me,” I whispered, aching.

“It was when I woke in your bed. You were sitting at your desk, writing. It was the first time I had ever felt safe, sleeping close to someone. It made me want to relive such a quiet moment, again and again. To sleep, to wake, to open my eyes and see you there. Every morning.”

She reached out to caress my face; her touch was so gentle, so light, I could have imagined it save for the way my blood began to pound.

“I cannot pretend with you any longer,” she said. “I love you. I have loved you for a long time.”

A sound escaped me. I was trembling, and I wanted to hide it from her. How weak I must seem. But then I realized I wanted her to see me bare. I was weak for her alone, and I wanted her to know it. I did not want to keep anything from her.

I laid my hand over her own and turned my mouth to her palm, breathing her in.

We were doomed, she and I.

One day, I would perish, and she would live on, endless as the stars.

But if we were doomed, then let us fully embrace it.



When she kissed me, it was not for anyone but for her. For me.

It could have been an hour or mere moments. Time melted between us as we explored each other, our mouths meeting again and again.

I could not get my fill of her.

I knelt, pressing my face into her gown. I breathed into the linen, feeling it warm beneath my mouth. My hands encircled her waist, easing her down to sit on the edge of the chair before the fire.

Slowly, I removed those uncanny slippers from her feet and eased up the hem of her dress, dropping kisses on the inside of her knees, the inner softness of her thighs. Matilda gasped, her fingers spearing into my hair. Her head rolled back, exposing her throat, her breaths skipping when I traced her with my tongue.

I looked up at her, watching the rapture flicker across her face. Her back was arched, her eyes closed. Her gown was falling off her shoulders, and her skin was flushed in the firelight. She tugged on my hair and I groaned, reveling in the taste of her. The sight of her. And I thought that I could perish then and there and be wholly content to die, on my knees before her, my heart beating so wildly it felt like it would split open, like a tithe of first fruits on an altar.

“Vincent,” she whispered, feather soft, breathless. Her fingers knotted in my hair, and I welcomed the flash of pain. “I…”

Let it go, I thought, sensing her struggle to fully lean into her pleasure.

I devoted my mouth to her a moment more, drinking her in. I continued to watch her face, reading every line, every skip of breath.

And I thought that yes, time would be cruel to me. The winters would leave their mark upon me, year after year, and one day I would die and Matilda would lock my body in a tomb. But until that morning came, I would spend my hours worshipping her, learning what she liked, what she loved, what she needed.

A moan slipped from her.

I wanted to coax it from her again, and again, but when she pulled on me to rise with her, I stood, lips gleaming as I claimed her mouth.

“I want you,” she murmured between kisses, “to sit.”

She pressed on my shoulders, easing me down to the chair. I swallowed as she drew my boots, tunic, and trousers away. I watched as she unclasped her moonstone belt. It fell in a glittering rush to the floor, followed by her gown, until we were both skin to skin and eye to eye.

She began to lower herself upon me. I was now the one to moan.

I let my hands rest on her hips, but I could feel the ridge of her scars beneath my fingertips. The wounds curled around her sides, licking her ribs. I was mindful of them as my hands continued to roam across her skin, careful not to press too hard as Matilda found a rhythm between our bodies. A dance that made my vision go black for a moment.

“Oh gods,” I breathed, clinging to her.

“Are you blessing or cursing me?” she asked wryly, kissing me again.

“Can it be both?”

She smiled, and when I brought my hand down to touch her, she shivered. Her eyes closed again, a furrow pulling between her brows.

Let it go, I thought again, watching her intently.

Perspiration began to shine on our skin. Our breaths became a sharp cadence. Hers rose when mine fell, as if we were chasing the beat of an elusive song.

“Look at me,” I said. “Look at me, Red.”

Matilda opened her eyes, her gaze meeting mine. She did not glance away, and I saw the dark gleam in her eye. I felt her come, and I followed her over the edge where the agony became gold, and pleasure gilded our limbs, making the world hazy, heavy.

My hands traced her scars, feeling them as if they were on my own skin.

Tears stung my eyes. I would have taken every single lash for her.

And I buried my face in her hair.








LXVIII
Magic to Halt the Hour




MATILDA

It was a dark, rain-streaked midnight when Vincent carried me to the bed.

I settled on my stomach, the coverlet drawn up to my waist, my scars on display. I no longer felt like concealing them; they were part of my story now. A testament to my mistakes as well as my glories.

My blood still hummed with pleasure as I watched Vincent extinguish the candle tapers, one by one, until the only light in the room was from the hearth fire, a pulse of dark red gold. We only had a handful of hours left before sunrise, and I would have given just about anything to have the power to halt time. To linger in this moment for as long as we wanted, heavy limbed and glistening, savoring each other.

Vincent climbed into the bed, lying on his side so he could look at me.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, tracing my knuckles with his fingertip.

“I am thinking that I wish this moment never had to end,” I confessed.

He smiled, his eyes wrinkling at the corners. I loved the sight of them, these lines made by years and age and expressions. I loved the shine that I saw in his depths, as if his heart had kindled, and he could not contain the light in his bones.

“We shall live it, again and again,” he whispered. “For as long as you shall have me.”

I breathed in his words, desperate to believe him. But I could not help but think of the shadow Death cast over us.

He must have seen it on my face, and he brushed my eyebrows with his thumb. The edge of my cheek to the bow of my lips, as if he was memorizing me. “My words have made you sad?”

“No, they have given me joy. I am only thinking of what is to come.”

He was silent, watching the firelight dance over my skin. His hand continued to caress my neck, my shoulder, my arm.

My blood began to thrum again.

“In your letter,” I said, and then paused, gathering the words. “You told me that Wyndrift could be my home.”

“Yes. If you would like it to be.”

“I would. But what am I to do when you are gone?”

He was silent, as if my question had robbed him of his voice. I glanced away, desperate to hide the sudden tears that welled in me.

Vincent’s hand came to a rest over my own. I listened to him draw a deep breath, a contrast to my shallow exhale. When he spoke again, his voice was pitched low, a rumble that felt like distant thunder. “Wyndrift will always be yours, even when I am no longer here.”

“This will break us both in the end,” I said. “It will break me, to live on when you have breathed your last. To visit the river, years from now, and see you in every current, in every rainfall, only to remember that you are gone.”

I could bring him back, I thought. If he died tomorrow, I could carry his soul back to the living realm. I would not let Orphia steal him so easily. But when he was old and silver-headed—when he had lived the full breadth of his life and his soul thirsted for the mists—I would have to surrender him.

“One day, that moment will come,” Vincent said. He moved closer until our skin touched. I soaked up the warmth of him. The song of his blood, red as amaranth, pulsing in his veins. The quiet strength of his mortality. His legs twined with mine and I felt like I could melt beneath his fire, his certainty. “You will most likely be sick of me by then. I will be a crotchety old man who complains about the weather and anything that breaks our routine. I will be withered and silver and full of stories that I tell you, again and again, until you could recite them in your sleep.”

I could not help but smile, even as I wanted to weep.

He came even closer, his mouth brushing mine.

“But until then, let us feast and dance and sleep in each other’s arms. I am yours, Red. I will always be yours. Not even Death can change that.”

He pulled the coverlet away, shifting his body until he hovered over me. I felt his breath on my back; I closed my eyes, shivering when he kissed my scars.

“Does this hurt?” he asked.

“No,” I whispered. “Please … do not stop.”

My nails curled into the bed as his mouth traced every golden scar on my skin. His lips found my own, his hand cupping my chin. He kissed me, ravenous, and I wove my fingers into his hair, holding him close as his tongue stroked mine.

Let me live in this moment, I thought.

Dawn would never break the darkness. The fire would never burn to ashes. It would always be autumn, and the stars would never dim; the moon would never wane or wax.

We went slower this time. We had been famished before, but now we were curious and languid. We took our time as if we had eternity sprawled before us, a scroll with endless parchment, a story that never ended. I felt him move inside me, ebbing and flowing like the tides, his skin hot against my back as if he were a shield for me to arch, to gasp, to rest beneath, his mouth close to my ear, whispering my name, again and again as if it were a litany.

I am yours, he said.

I am yours.

And perhaps we did have the magic to halt the hour.

At least for a little while.



I woke to the sound of my name, a whisper that spun through the darkness like an eddy.

At first, I thought it was Bade, calling for me.

I sat forward, my heart pounding. Vincent’s hand slid across my ribs, his touch warm, possessive. He continued to breathe deeply, undisturbed, his leg brushing mine as if he was keen to touch me, even in sleep.

I was quiet, listening for that voice again, my eyes scanning the chamber.

The fire had smoldered into embers, and the shadows sprawled, thick and cold, across the floor. It was the hour before dawn, the darkest point of the day, and something did not feel right. My skin prickled with gooseflesh as I rose from the bed, careful not to wake Vincent.

His tunic was a heap on the floor. I picked it up and drew it over my head, at once feeling safe, embraced by the wool that smelled like him. I went to the window, curious to see if Grimald’s camp was lit across the river.

My breath fogged the glass panes. I could taste the rain as it continued to pour through the night.

Matilda.

The call came again, louder this time. A familiar, languorous voice, followed by an inner tug that turned my blood cold.

Before I could respond, iron bands flashed across my bare feet. Moss and woven reeds and mica slithered across the floor to cover my toes and twine around my heels, as if I had come from the river.

I gazed down at Warin’s slippers as they magically settled on my feet; they held the force of a riptide, pulling me away.

Acid surged up my throat as I realized what was happening.

He was calling in his loan for the slippers.

“Vincent!” My voice emerged strangled, like the wind had been punched from me. His name hardly stirred the air.

I clung to the mortal realm, as if I belonged more to it than above or below. I grasped walls that crumbled into dust, a window that sighed into smoke. It was all intangible; there was nothing to keep me anchored here. The magic was hungry, and I had agreed to this bargain.

It was Vincent, sleeping on our bed, the blankets tangled around him, his bare chest rising and falling, who cut me to the bone.

He was the last thing I saw before Warin’s magic drew me up to his hall between the clouds.








LXIX
When the Silence Breaks




VINCENT

It was not the light but the cold that roused me from sleep.

I reached my hand to the other side of the bed. Matilda’s side. I could feel the rumple of sheets from where we had come together. I could still taste the memory of her, my blood stirring at the thought, but the mattress was cool to the touch. She had been gone for some time and I sat forward, studying the room.

“Red?”

There was no answer. Only dust motes spun in the stream of dawn’s light. Even the embers in the hearth were quiet, having died into ashes, and I threw off the coverlet and rose, the floor like ice on my bare feet.

I had overslept, but the castle was silent. For some reason that troubled me, and I walked to the bathing room, thinking perhaps Matilda was there. It, too, was empty, the blue tiles gleaming as if they knew a secret I didn’t.

“Matilda?” I called, returning to the main chamber. I saw her violet cloak, draped over the chair. Her belt and gown were still on the floor, next to my trousers and boots. I picked them up, unable to explain why my throat constricted.

Something was wrong.

She never left her belt behind.

The roar of my thoughts was broken by an impact. Somewhere below me, a rock was hurled into the castle wall.

The floor shuddered. The timber beams groaned. It felt like the earth was quaking, and I watched the tapestry on the wall waver. A goblet clattered from my hearthside table. The glass panes cracked into a web.

Slowly, I walked to the window. The light was pale blue; a soft rain still fell. But I could see the other side of the river, the trebuchets lined up on the bank, firing massive rocks at the fortress.

It had begun.

Matilda, I thought, my fear like a knife.

One thing I was certain of: wherever she was, it was far from here.

Far from me.








LXX
A Villa in the Clouds




MATILDA

By mortal reckoning, it had been years since I’d visited Warin’s hall. I had not missed it, not even for a moment.

I stood in the place between two clouds, their foundations bruised from a storm. A long stairwell cut between the thunderheads like a sword, leading to the hall, which was nestled between the frothy cloud tops.

There was no sound but the sad sough of the wind. The air was cold, electric. I remained firmly planted, staring at the distant pillars as if I could make them vanish beneath the intensity of my gaze.

Come, Matilda, Warin called to me.

My resistance was futile. The slippers on my feet forced me to take a step upward. Then another.

It was a long flight of steps, but by the time I reached the top and stood beneath the archway, I could hear the plucking of a lyre. Again, the slippers forced me into the antechamber, which fed into a greater room, just outside the hall. I was surprised to see this chamber transformed since the last time I had been here. Instead of a lush garden, it was a stark workroom. Mortals sat at long tables, their heads bent upon their tasks. They were sorting through odd heaps, and I slowed to take a closer look as I walked by.

With deft fingers, they wove together tufts of moss, braided reeds, chains of pebbles. They were cobbling them together with river mud and dusting them with mica. I could smell the hot iron of a nearby forge wafting up from a corridor, the pounding of a hammer echoed by thunder. Two mortal men emerged from that passageway, delivering baskets teeming with iron loops to the worktables. They spilled them over the scarred wood, the metal still warm from the blacksmith’s fires.

These humans were making river shoes.

The same slippers Warin had once gifted to me. The slippers that had enabled me to travel underwater and scale tower walls. The ones currently on my feet.

One of the women glanced up at me, her face flushed from working, her eyes bloodshot. The moment our gazes met, I felt the air flood out of me.

I recognized her.

She was one of Vincent’s weavers. She had been part of the evacuation to Drake Hall.

Icy sweat beaded my skin as I looked at every mortal face. They were a medley of ages. Some of them were mere children, others in the prime of their lives. Still others were gray and hunched with age, and yet all of them worked tirelessly at their appointed task.

These were the missing people. The ones who had vanished from Drake Hall.

I opened my mouth to speak, eager to reassure them, but Warin’s voice came like a lash in my thoughts.

Matilda!

In his mind, he had waited long enough for my arrival. I tamped down the sour acid that rose in my throat; the shoes pulled me onward like a current, but not before I saw the desperation, the hope, in the mortals’ eyes as they watched me go.

I could free them in one of two ways: convince Warin to release them, or kill Warin and claim his magic as my own. Then I would have the power to break their binds.

Bloodthirst sparked, burning through me like wildfire, as I stepped into the smoke and shadows of Warin’s hall.

He was waiting for me, seated on a chair that was shaped from green branches and thorny vines and small white flowers. An homage to his natural power when he had first been the god of spring. His bow was propped against the throne’s side, as well as a quiver full of arrows. He watched my approach intently, but my attention was stolen by the beautiful woman who was seated beside him, strumming the lyre with a downcast face. Another Wyndrift mortal, young by mortal years.

As soon as my slippers forced me to halt, five paces away from the dais, the minstrel broke her music mid-song and retreated, her head bowed. But not before her eyes locked with mine, and I saw it again. A shining hope that I had come to bring them home.

“How is your back?” Warin asked, breaking the silence between us. “I hear eithral scales leave scars that never fade on our skin.”

My gaze met his at last. It took everything within me to hide my hatred of him, to keep my expression smooth. If I was going to convince Warin to release the people of Wyndrift he had taken, I needed to be calculated. I could not afford to anger him yet.

“Why call in the loan now?” I asked.

“Is it so difficult to believe that I missed you?”

“Indeed, it is. I can only assume that you have called me here on your ally’s behalf, so that I am gone when he begins to attack the fortress.”

Warin tilted his head to the side, his ashen hair spilling over his shoulder. “That should please you. It expresses that he and I both acknowledge you are an immense threat to our victory, as you have proven yourself to be on the bridge.”

I was quiet, but my heart raced. I did not have my moonstone belt, which put me at a great disadvantage. I had no weapons, no shield. There was no way for me to tell the mortal time, and while it felt like I had only been in Warin’s hall for a brief stint, it could have been a full day to Vincent.

He would wake and discover I was gone.

I could hardly bear to envision it.

My breath stung like a splinter in my throat.

“You cannot keep me here for long,” I reminded him. “Do you remember the terms of this loan?”

“I have thought of it often,” Warin confessed with a sharp smile. “I will not hold you longer than the span of a dinner, at which I request you join me when you return the slippers. Although … you have come to me dressed in the most peculiar way. I can also smell him on you.” His lip curled as he scrutinized my body, hidden beneath Vincent’s tunic. “And it reeks. I will summon a bath for you, as well as one of your old gowns, which I still have, and then—”

“No.” My word was like steel, cutting through the air. “You cannot hold me longer than I want to stay. Let us start this meal and fulfill this loan. We both have important places to be.”

Warin’s eyes glittered with a dangerous light. But he rose without further objection, leading me deeper into the hall, where a low-slung table set with a feast for two waited between columns.

We sat on cushions opposite each other. I was not hungry, and I stared at the food laid out between us: roasted pheasant and sliced apples, potatoes with dark green herbs, flatbread drizzled with honey and chopped nuts, small dove breasts staked through with dates and mint leaves, fruit that had been peeled and cut into stars.

“Shall we toast to old times?” Warin asked, pouring me a chalice of nectar.

“What is there to toast to?” I said, accepting the glass. I would not dare drink from it nor eat the food, not after Alva’s attempt to poison me. I would not put the same scheme past Warin.

He took a loud sip, watching me closely. “You have changed, Matilda. There are some moments I look at you and think … I do not know who you are anymore.”

Change to immortals is a frightening thought. Change brings evolution, transformation. Unknown patterns and fate that cannot be predicted.

I knew that Warin was right. I had changed; it felt like I had outgrown old skin. I had let the past version of myself peel away, and what was I left with now?

Twelve stars to my name.

Immense power that I had yet to publicly claim.

A mortal man I loved.

A place on the river I could call home.

“You have also changed,” I said. “The last time I was here, you had two vassals who served you in this hall. Now you have more than I can count.”

“Ah yes. I was wondering when you would bring them up.”

“What could you possibly need them for? You are creating so many river slippers that you will make their power obsolete.” But then it struck me, a white-hot flash of realization. Warin needed thousands of river shoes because he planned to shod an army with them. Grimald’s troops. They could not reach Wyndrift by bridge, so they would arrive by magic. By riverbed, to scale the walls as I had done.

“They are happy here,” Warin said, interrupting my thoughts. “Think of the immense honor I have granted these mortals, how they can spin magic with their humble hands now.”

“Yes, but their lord did not give them to you,” I said in a careful tone. “How did you gather so many of them?”

“He did give them to me, in a sense.”

“How so?” Speak plainly, I wanted to demand. I wanted to lunge across the table and take him by the throat. I did no such thing, but I coldly stared at him as he ate.

“The toll, of course.”

The toll.

Acid surged through me again. Nausea made my stomach boil and I swallowed it down, down, down, but my thoughts circled, darkly, as I remembered the toll Warin had asked of Vincent.

First fruits. Money. Third borns.

These people were those third borns that Warin had wanted. When they had pleaded sanctuary beneath Hugh’s roof, it had created a loophole that Warin could exploit. Vincent had refused to surrender them, but Hugh—as their immediate protector who was responsible for their well-being—had agreed. The threads came together as I realized that was how Warin must have snatched them away.

“What did you promise Hugh Delavoy in exchange for his betrayal of them?” I asked.

“Betrayal? Listen to you, Matilda! You sound just as mortal as those vassals. In fact, you are worse. And I am weary of such talk.” He tossed down a bone and moved on to a dove breast, tearing into it with his teeth.

“What did you promise Hugh Delavoy?” I said again in a sharper cadence.

Warin regarded me with heavy-lidded eyes. Juice dribbled down his chin. “I told him he would find favor with me no matter the outcome of this battle. And that he could use my bridge as he needed for transport in the decades to come. I would not require any tolls from him should he pay the tithe Vincent owed me.”

The crime Hugh had committed was immense. I could not think of a worse sin.

My hands went icy with rage.

“You are upset,” Warin said with a cluck of his tongue. “You think of these mortals as yours now? Since you have spread your legs for their lord and let him dominate you?” He waited for my reaction with a cruel smile. He was hungry for my wrath, daring me to strike him. When I was silent, he went on. “Let me ease your mind, then. These vassals now live in the beauty of my hall, free from the sickness and famine and political upheaval that plagues the mortal realm. Damn you, Matilda, for painting me as some brute.” He cut into the pheasant with a golden knife, and then cocked an eyebrow at me. Calmer, he said, “Why aren’t you eating? This was part of your loan term, was it not?”

“I told you that you could not keep me here, in your hall, longer than the span of a dinner,” I replied. “I said nothing of sharing that meal with you.”

Warin chuckled, but I could tell his frustration was mounting. “See, my sweet. This is what you do. You cast yourself as meek and submissive, as if you are some poor little herald, carrying other gods’ words from here to there, hardly worthy of notice or attention. You ran from me on the bridge, as if you were too weak to fight me, and yet you nearly tore through my organs with the eithral you commanded.” He ate a piece of pheasant, pulling it from the tip of the knife with his teeth. “There is nothing weak about you. Not when you know how to twist situations to your advantage. To willingly deceive.”

“There is no deception here, Warin.”

“Oh, but there is. You’ve been deceiving me, deceiving us all, since the moment you first breathed.”

“I do not know—”

“Yes, you do.” He spun the knife along his knuckles, a seemingly mindless action, and leaned closer. “The six new stars in the sky. This magic of yours. The one that lets you raise people from the dead. Who did you steal it from? How long have you possessed it?”

Ichor rushed through me as if I had been cut. It felt like my power was draining from me, spilling over the floor.

He knew.

He knew what I could do, and I realized it as if I had been held underwater, the fight bleeding out of my limbs. Warin had no intention of letting me leave this hall alive.

“Where did you hear this?” I asked, but my voice flared hoarse.

“Mortals talk when under duress,” he replied. “I know you brought back Vincent’s brother after he was slain on the bridge. Who else have you resurrected? How did you do it? Can you rouse a dead divine? Tell me, Matilda. Tell me your secrets, and I will let the vassals go.”

He presented me with an impossible choice.

I could not bear to leave Vincent’s people behind, shackled by Warin’s magic. But nor could I tell him my secrets. If he knew the intricacies of my soul-bearing, he would kill me. The only thing staying his hand was his ignorance of how my magic could be wielded.

And if I gave up this knowledge in exchange for mortals, Warin would know where my fault line lay. He would know to strike my heart first when he attempted to end me, and I needed him to doubt.

“Let me ask you again, Matilda,” Warin crooned, as if he knew he had me pinned. “How do you bring the souls back to our realm? How do you get to the wasteland?”

I rose from the table.

This dinner had concluded; the loan had been paid.

“You may wonder, but I shall never tell you,” I said, pleased when his haughtiness faded. When his face went slack with shock, and then mottled with rage.

“You are certain?” he cried. “This is what you have decided? To leave these mortals behind?”

“Yes. Goodbye, Warin.”

I turned and strode from the hall. With each step I took, the river slippers grew looser around my feet.

When I reached the old garden, the workroom where Vincent’s people still labored, I wanted to pause. I wanted to whisper reassurances to them. Hold on just a little while longer. And yet I could not risk it. I sensed Warin was following me, his bow in hand.

I could not use words, but I met their gazes. Whatever they saw in my eyes was enough.

They returned to their tasks, hope rekindled. I knew where they were now. I would not leave them here.

I will kill him.

That vow was binding as salt as I descended the villa stairs, down to the thunderheads and their flicker of lightning. Where the trade winds blew.

I left a trail of moss, pebbles, reeds, and iron in my wake.








LXXI
Debts Owed by a Murderess




MATILDA

I could not return to Wyndrift empty-handed. If Warin was planning to clad Grimald’s troops in river shoes made by Vincent’s people, then I would meet their forces with my own surprise. The end was coming; I would break it like a rock does a wave. Enva had warned me to stay away, but I traveled from the wind to the grass and then farther still, down to the darkness of the under realm.

A debt was waiting to be called in.



I walked on bare feet, relishing the cold stone. I made no sound as I moved from corridor to corridor, following the gemstones, keeping to the shadows. At last, I reached Phelyra’s door. I stood before it, remembering the last time I had been here. The day my mother died and I fled Skyward.

The memory sat like fractured glass in my mind.

Quietly, I knocked.

“Who calls?” Phelyra’s voice was melodic. A chime from a bell, but it made me think of tarnished silver.

When I remained silent, knocking again, she answered the door.

If she was surprised to see me on her threshold, she did not reveal it. Her brow only arched as if to say, What took you so long?

“Matilda, welcome,” she said, but there was reservation in her tone.

I ensured I did not turn my back to her as I stepped into the burrow, surveying the common room. It gleamed with endless trinkets, most from the mortal world. Glass baubles and gilded bowls, sculptures made of smooth white stone, jewelry boxes overflowing with pearls, a mountain of folded silks, leather-bound books with illuminated spines, a tattered constellation chart.

“I suspect you have come to ask for a payment,” Phelyra said, twisting the bracelet of hair she still wore about her wrist. “For sparing me that night in the hall.”

I met her gaze. If there was one thing I could commend her for, it was knowing better than to waste my time.

“Yes,” I said.

“What would you like? You are welcome to anything in the burrow. Any jewels, any coins, any books.” She swept her arm out, offering her wealth to me.

I could not help but glance at the spot on the floor where my mother had bled out. The ichor had been scrubbed away, but if I narrowed my eyes, I could still see the faint shimmer of it.

“I would like to borrow your magic,” I said. “I would like fire and winter for three sunrises and three sunsets.”

Phelyra was silent, but she pressed her lips together, sorting her thoughts.

“I will let you borrow fire and winter,” she said at last. “But only for one full day.”

I did not think that would be enough time. But I had come to her unarmed, with no shield, no blade. I stood in her domain, in the place where she had slain a goddess. All I had were Adria’s two stars, printed on my collarbone, hidden beneath Vincent’s tunic. Stars I still did not understand.

One day would be enough.

And I held out my palms to her.



Phelyra withdrew a dagger from a hidden pocket in her dress. Its hilt was gold, its blade polished to a brutal shine.

She could kill me, I thought. I could bleed out in the very place Zenia had, my magic harvested. But I did not move. I had no choice but to trust Phelyra and her word.

I watched as she cut her hand. Her ichor, fragrant as white wine spilled across pine floors, welled in her palm.

The dagger was returned to its hiding place; she dipped her fingertip into the blood. I held my breath as she began to draw my mother’s constellations on my palms. Fire on my right, winter on my sinister. I had memorized these points and lines countless times. I had drawn them myself as a child, imagining their power.

Now, they sat upon my skin, illuminating my hands.

“The borrowing spell is complete,” Phelyra said. “It is yours for one whole mortal day.”

I curled my fingers inward. The blood crackled over the lines of my palms like embers. But the magic was sinking into me. I could feel it stirring my blood, a heady sensation that made me close my eyes for the briefest of moments.

I was fire and winter, souls and words.

The rhapsody was cut short when Phelyra leaned close to me, a shrewdness in her eyes.

“You kept the scale, I hope?” she murmured. “I left it behind for you.”

I swallowed, holding her stare. It had never occurred to me that she had intentionally left the eithral scale for me to glean from my mother’s death. I had thought she had been so intent upon fleeing that she had forgotten it. But if she knew I possessed it … the element of surprise would be lost.

“Whenever you choose to use it,” Phelyra continued, “make sure you strike quickly. You must use all your strength and hit the center of the fault line. You must not hesitate, or you will only wound your target.”

When I remained silent, she walked to the door and opened it.

“Farewell, Matilda,” she said smugly.

I moved to leave but paused on the threshold. “You were the one to meet my father in secret for the black market, to deliver the scales to him. You gave four to him, secretly kept one for yourself, and traded one to Warin without my mother’s knowledge.”

I had shocked her, but she recovered quickly, licking her painted lips.

“That was so long ago, child, and my memory is not quite what it once was.”

“I will keep your secrets,” I said, but her eyes flashed. She heard the words I did not say: so long as you keep mine.

Phelyra bowed her head to me, and I left her behind, reeling in the shadows.



I arrived on Maiden Bridge by the Underling door, just as the sun was setting. I ascended the stairs to the rooftop, passing warriors along the way, and gazed at the fortress. An ache pulsed through me when I saw the destruction that had occurred while I was gone.

The trebuchets had punctured the proud stone walls; the holes gaped, reminding me of open wounds. There was one section of parapet that had been demolished, crumbling like a rotten tooth, but the others had held firm through the scathing. Vincent’s tower still stood, to my immense relief, although it had been battered.

A gust blew mist over the river; the droplets met the sun’s final rays. Prisms bloomed in the air, arcing over the fortress like a banner, and I swallowed the emotion that rose, surprised by how it had gripped me.

Wyndrift will always be yours, even when I am no longer here.

“Matilda!”

I turned to see Nathaniel, fitted in armor and chainmail, arriving on the tower roof. He must have spotted me below from the bridge and run to greet me. But he smiled when our eyes met, and it was brilliant as the sun.

This was the first time I had spoken to him since the wastes, and I moved forward to greet him, pleased to see how vibrant his soul was, as if Death had only made his life sharper, bolder.

“Nathaniel,” I said, surprised when he pulled me into a tight embrace. I patted him on the back, his armor cold against my palm. “Tell me what has unfolded today.”

He eased away so he could look at me, but his joy dimmed.

“Grimald began firing at dawn. He stopped about a bell ago, but we are preparing for the next round. Vincent has remained on the fortress parapets, but he stationed me here on the bridge. Would you like me to take you to him?”

I could not help but glance at the castle again. I could see torches being lit on the battlements, and figures moving, their armor flaring in the light.

“I need to remain on Maiden,” I said, meeting Nathaniel’s gaze again. “This tower is built on a ley line, and my magic will be strongest here. But can you deliver a message to your brother for me?”

“Yes, of course. What is it?”

“Tell Vincent that I am here, on the bridge, and I will support him from Maiden. But he needs to prepare for Grimald and his men to cross the river underwater. They will use night as a cover, and once they make the crossing, they will scale the castle walls. There will be hand-to-hand combat, and soon.”

Nathaniel was quiet, his eyes narrowing in contemplation. He was envisioning it—warriors rising from the river, scaling the fortress wall. It might have seemed preposterous until he remembered that I had done the very same. But he nodded and said, “I will carry this to him now. Anything else?”

“No,” I said, but the word emerged soft, pained.

I wanted to go to Vincent myself. I wanted to touch him, set my mouth upon his, whisper my own words into his ear.

These longings would only distract me. I let them rest as Nathaniel hastened away, and I set my mind on the night to come. The magic of fire and winter, which felt like smooth stones in my hands, their weight eager to be hurled across the expanse.

I decided to practice and turned to an unlit torch. My heart quickened as I coaxed a flame forward, watching it ignite with a pop of sparks. How keen the fire was to dance for me, as if it waited for my further command.

Next, I looked down at the wooden planks beneath my feet, damp from the rain. What I desired came to be, and the water hardened to ice. It shined like stardust, crackling with fervor.

“What are you planning?”

I spun to see Bade standing a few paces behind me. He was scowling at my bare feet and the ice that glimmered across the wooden planks. It felt odd to see him here; had I not released him?

“I thought you would be below, with Adria,” I said.

He grunted and moved forward. “You have me worried.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“Yes, but I am. And I do not know what to do with these … feelings.”

Strangely, I did not know how to reassure him. So I did the only thing that felt natural. I held out my hands to him, my palms to the sky. The constellations still gleamed gold from Phelyra’s blood.

Bade’s eyes widened, but he cradled my hands in his own, calloused and scarred. He stared down at the stars I could command. The magic I held even if it was only for a day. A muscle feathered in his jaw; I knew he was sad, thinking about my mother. His old friend and ally.

“Good,” he said gruffly. “I am no longer worried.”

But I sensed otherwise.

He settled beside me for the long night.



“Sister.”

Nathaniel returned, sooner than I expected. Bade and I watched his approach, his chainmail shining in the dusky light. But it was Enva’s violet cloak and my moonstone belt, draped over his forearm, that made my breath catch.

“I delivered your message to Vince,” he said. “He thanks you and said he will be prepared for Grimald’s arrival by river. He also wanted me to say that he will repay you, handsomely, for your aid and intelligence after this battle ends. You only need to tell him what you would like.”

“Repay me?” I said, frowning. “I want no—” I cut myself off, a sudden thought blazing through me.

Skin on skin, his mouth like a seal upon mine. The sounds he had drawn from me last night.

I glanced at the fortress battlements once more. My divine eyes were sharp; I could see a shadow that seemed planted there between the crenellations, unmoving in the firelight.

“And he also wanted me to deliver these to you,” Nathaniel said, clearing his throat. “Although I should have also brought you armor, and some boots. You’ll catch a flux and he’ll have my head for it.”

Bade snorted.

I only smiled and accepted the offerings. I did not feel the cold, and I sighed as I brought the belt around my waist, the cloak around my throat. They were familiar, comforting. But I gazed through the gloam and found that shadow again on the battlement, steady as the northern star.

I knew it was Vincent, standing at the edge. He gazed at the tower, where he knew me to be. And the distance between us suddenly felt vaster and wilder than the sea.








LXXII
Inheritance




VINCENT

I stood on the fortress parapet, watching the river lap the bank, far below.

Matilda’s message had been delivered, and we waited for Grimald and his army to surface from the water. The trebuchets had ceased firing at mid-afternoon. Since then, the world had gone quiet, creeping toward nightfall.

“Lord.” Hugh’s voice broke the silence, close behind me. “Do you see that, or do I dream?”

I leaned against the battlement. My eyes cut through the darkness.

I did not see it first but felt it. A familiar bone-aching, damp chill, as if winter had eclipsed autumn.

When I exhaled, my breath became smoke, and when I lifted my face to the sky, I saw that clouds had grown over the stars like moss. Snow began to fall. It drifted like feather down, melting in torch fire. It gathered on my gauntlets, spread over the parapet’s crenellation.

“You do not dream,” I said, gazing at Maiden Tower, where Matilda also stood in the darkness. She had once been the daughter of winter. And I knew this magic was hers to command. “Winter has come early.”



It was difficult to tell time without the bells ringing, but I imagined a full hour passed before I saw a disturbance in the water. Ice was beginning to crust the shallow edges of the river, and snow had gathered, knuckle-deep, on the parapet and on the bank below.

But a helm finally broke the dark water. Then another, close behind.

Men began to rise from the river in a trudging pace. They stumbled onto the fortress’s snowy bank. Some of them seemed stunned from the cold, floundering as if they could no longer feel their legs, while others made it to the castle’s foundation, preparing to climb.

The archers beside me went tense, their fingers reaching back to their quivers.

“Wait,” I said.

I continued to watch as the winter elements either froze Grimald’s men as soon as they emerged, making them cough and collapse on the banks, or propelled them onward urgently, as if they knew they would die if they stopped.

Soon, there was a horde of warriors—knights and infantry alike—scaling the walls just as Matilda had done with those uncanny shoes of hers. The snow continued to fall, and the night seemed pitch-dark and endless beyond the rings of torchlight. It felt like the winter solstice had unraveled time and order, and the sun would never rise again.

I could feel the snow gathering in my hair like a crown. It was cold, even for me as I stood close to the fire.

That was when I spotted my uncle in his fine armor, leading the climb. He would be one of the first to reach me on the parapet, if he did not freeze before then.

“Lord?” one of the archers asked, recognizing Grimald as well. “When shall we fire?”

“Wait,” I ordered again.

I wanted my uncle to be close enough to see my face in the torchlight.

Moments passed. I watched him struggle to climb. Around him, men were freezing to the stones. And yet Grimald pressed onward, as if nothing would stop him, as if he did not care how many warriors he lost.

“Ready your fire,” I said.

The archers moved in unison, nocking arrows on the strings of their bows. As they held their position, flames bloomed along the arrowheads, as if by enchantment. Matilda, I was certain, and I waited six more beats, counting the thrum of my heart as my uncle climbed higher, closer.

Ten long years I had waited for this moment.

Ten long years I had been dreaming of justice. And now that it had arrived, I felt like I could not draw a full breath. I could no longer taste the snow, only blood and ashes from that distant night.

“Steady!” I called.

There was a sudden tumult on the wall. Ice cascaded like a waterfall, cracking like thunder. Men screamed as they plummeted to their death. I lost sight of Grimald. Cursing, I leaned farther over the embrasure only to remove my hands from the battlements when I realized ice was growing in thick sheets just below the parapet’s crenellation. It made its way down the stone and mortar like a shimmering veil, hungry to feast on the baron’s men.

“Fall back!” Grimald shouted, hoarse with fear. “Attack within!”

The men closest to the parapet had no time to retreat. They froze to the wall instantly, their mouths open in silent screams, their eyes wide, their armor glittering beneath the layers of ice.

I looked away.

There were others who were far more fortunate, scattering across the wall like spiders, escaping the ice’s fury by slipping through one of the holes in the castle walls, torn open from the earlier bombardment, or reaching the portion of the parapet that had suffered the brunt of the trebuchets’ fire. A swath of wall had crumbled away as if a giant scythe had met it, and multiple floors and entry points were now exposed to the night.

The baron’s men, abandoning the order to take the battlement where my archers and I stood watch, now slipped into the lower levels of the castle like water swilling into a drain.

“Swords!” I shouted, striding to the stairwell.

Hugh was on my heels. I had asked him to stay close to me; I could not trust him, and I did not want him out of my sight. Together we descended, emerging onto one of the floors that had been struck by the trebuchets. My knights and swordsmen were stationed at every weak point in the wall, and it did not take long for me to find a skirmish in the corridor.

Sword drawn, I followed the cacophony of clashing steel, cries, and the thud of heavy boots, arriving at the first broken segment. Snow swirled in from the hole in the wall, and Grimald’s men were still clambering through it, shattering the ice that was beginning to grow, weblike, over the opening. The haggardness on their faces was arresting, something I had never seen before, as if the world had turned inside out.

I held my breath, disturbed, as I watched the baron’s men fight ice and cold to tumble into the corridor, desperate to find relief and the warmth of firelight, only to meet the sting of a knight’s sword.

I did not want this, I thought grimly, and yet I only gave myself a moment to feel that anguish before I stepped into the fray, parrying and cutting with my sword, Hugh close at my side.

Blood splattered over my breastplate as I made my first kill. A cut to the throat. My second kill. My third. I let the bodies fall, pushing my way deeper, like a needle threading through linen, but there was no sign of my uncle.

“I need to descend,” I said to Hugh, pulling back. “Grimald had not climbed so high yet on the wall. He’ll enter on a lower floor.”

Hugh, teeth bared and blood smeared on his face, nodded.

We retreated to the stairwell, leaving one clash behind only to find more the farther down we went. I would wade into the waters of each skirmish, but I found no sign of Grimald. There was only Sir Kenneth, suffering a mortal blow to the throat, and Lady Hyacinthe, the bravest of my knights, defending the corridor, beating back a wave of Grimald’s men.

I returned to the stairwell, flying down the steps to the next level. Hugh struggled to keep pace with my speed. His breaths were labored; blood and sweat dripped from his beard. He had taken a hit on his thigh and was limping. I almost left him behind but slowed when I saw snow blowing in through a large crack in the ice. Dead bodies were heaped on the floor. The conflict here had come and gone, most of the fallen bearing the heraldry of Englewood, but I felt compelled to move forward, following a trail of blood.

Soon, the castle went quiet around me, save for the torches that burned from their iron sconces. I finally lost Hugh—he was too weary to keep pace with me, his thigh bleeding so heavily he needed to rest—and the silence, after so much din, was unnerving.

Gooseflesh crept across my arms. I knew where this inner passage led, and I imagined the person who had been bleeding earlier did as well. When I passed a sconce that was empty, its torch stolen, I swallowed and pressed on, walking as quietly as I could.

I reached the door to the hall’s antechamber.

It was cracked open, the blood trail marking the threshold.

I paused, listening.

There was only the roar of spectral quiet, as if I stood in a nightmare, and I corrected my grip on the sword’s hilt. One deep breath, and then I pushed the door open, entering the antechamber prepared to parry a strike.

No blow met me.

In fact, there was no one in the small chamber. The missing torch was pegged in a new sconce; it did not burn but smoked. Even the hearth embers hissed, as if newly extinguished with the nearby sand pail. But through the shadows, I could see armor that had been shed like serpent skin. A breastplate, trimmed in gold. Gauntlets studded with tiny gemstone chips. Leg greaves and a belt, a sword still embedded in its filigreed scabbard. A pair of slippers reminiscent of the ones Matilda had constantly worn, made of moss and reeds and metal and mud.

I stepped deeper into the room.

Only someone who had lived here would know how to find this antechamber in the dark, as well as the door that blended seamlessly into the wall, which opened into the hall. It, too, was cracked open, and I decided to sheath my sword.

I made no attempt to enter the hall quietly, knowing who awaited me on the other side.

The door creaked, announcing my arrival.

Grimald stood on the dais, gazing across the empty hall as if imagining it was full of his warriors, his knights, his attendants. Warmed by firelight and brimming with food and music. A revel hosted in his honor. An event that could only live in his mind.

He had removed his armor in the antechamber and was now wearing nothing more than his chainmail and trousers. A simple helm was tucked into the crook of his arm, and I could see he had bandaged a wound on his thigh with a strip of crudely torn linen. He was barefoot, and his hair was still damp from the river.

“We meet again, nephew,” Grimald said. “The last time I saw you here, I thought you were dead.”

I came to a stop, four paces behind him. “It would have saved you so much trouble, wouldn’t it? If I had died that night.”

“I made a poor calculation ten winters ago.” Grimald sighed. Still, he refused to turn and look at me. And it would have been so easy for me to draw my sword and slice my uncle’s throat. To give him a mortal blow, to watch him stagger and gasp and bleed onto the flagstones, in the very place where my father and brothers had died.

But I stayed my hand.

“I thought that if I took back my inheritance, the people of Wyndrift would respect me. Follow me. Bend their knee with tears in their eyes, relieved to see that the rightful lord had returned to guide them.” Grimald chuckled, as if the only way he knew how to face this memory was to laugh at it. “Yet how wrong I was. Although sometimes I think … maybe they would have yielded quickly to me, out of fear of bloodshed. Out of a desperate need to survive. But then the knights caught wind that you lived. You were wounded but you still breathed. You and Nathaniel both. And you gave Wyndrift hope. Hope that I could not conquer.”

I had never thought of the Dark Winter in this way. I had only known my grief, my pain. A melting of physical and emotional agony that I would not wish upon my worst enemy. Not even my uncle, the betrayer, who had authored my wounds.

Grimald, at last, turned to regard me.

“Again, I have miscalculated, even with the god of rivers as an ally. I thought, surely, I can claim my inheritance, but I did not factor in the goddess. She has covered your fortress with ice, and mended the holes I tore through your walls, and snuffed out any fire that my men sought for warmth or protection. The torch even refused to burn in my hands, to lend me comfort, and I have never felt so cold as I do tonight.”

I was quiet, but my heart was a hammer in my chest.

“I lost a thousand men in the river,” Grimald stated. “They could not withstand the cold once winter struck early. And the ones who made the crossing? They either slipped on the ice or froze to the wall. They were met at once by your swordsmen when they entered the fortress.”

“Surrender,” I said. “You know that you have lost this battle. Surrender now and I will call a ceasefire. You, as well as whatever remaining forces you have, will be taken prisoner.”

Grimald smiled.

“I am afraid I cannot surrender to you, Vincent. My pride will not let me.”

“You would rather die here?”

“I would rather give myself to the river.”

This was not a poetic turn of phrase. I knew exactly what it meant, and I lunged forward, eager to catch my uncle before he bolted for the bridge.

Grimald was expecting it.

His fist, which had been hiding beneath his helm, flung a handful of sand into my eyes.

“Gods,” I swore, stumbling back as I clawed at my face. “Damn you!”

I could hear the patter of Grimald’s bare feet slapping the floor as he ran, and I blinked the grit from my eyes, my surroundings blurred. But fear and anger tangled deep in my lungs when I breathed, tunneling what little clear vision I had.

I now understood why Grimald had removed his armor. He could run, swiftly, to the bridge. He could swim in the currents without fear of drowning. He would slip through my defenses; there was nothing to identify him by—no sword, no armor, no heraldry. Not even the simple helm he had most likely plucked from one of Wyndrift’s dead could reveal him.

My memory guided me as I sprinted in Grimald’s wake, dodging the trestle tables, into the foyer. I dashed the sand from my eyes, tripping when I reached the courtyard. Even here, it had snowed, and the air was crisp. At last I could see.

Grimald was running to Rye Tower, passing through the open gateway.

“Stop him!” I ordered. “That runner is Grimald!”

My voice went unheard, stolen by a sudden gust of wind.

Clenching my jaw, I ran across the flagstones and through Rye Tower’s breezeway, catching sight of Grimald as he continued to sprint down the bridge, a glimmer of chainmail and blood-soaked feet. He slipped on a sheet of ice, which gave me enough time to catch up to him.

I ripped off his helm and cast it aside.

“You coward,” I snarled, punching his face. Once, twice, a third time. Blood flowed from his nose and his mouth. “You lost this river the night you murdered my father and brothers. It will never be yours.”

Grimald spat out a loose tooth, blood dribbling into his beard. He headbutted me, square on the brow. Pain exploded across my skull; stars danced in my eyes as I collapsed on the ground.

“That’s right, little bastard,” Grimald taunted. “Writhe on the ground, where you belong.”

“Vince!”

It was Nathaniel’s voice that brought my attention back into focus. The haziness, the stars, melted and I was up on my knees, dodging the fist that Grimald swung at me. That was when I noticed an audience had gathered around us. It was Nathaniel and the knights, as well as a few archers. They watched, lips pressed into thin lines, breath like clouds, hands white-knuckled on hilts and bows.

When it began to snow again, I knew Matilda was also watching from Maiden Tower, and I rolled, evading another swing of Grimald’s fist. I found my feet, ankles popping. My armor acted like a vise, making it difficult to move quickly, but my uncle was suffering more from the cold, his movements losing their edge of surprise. He was panting, and frost was gathering on his damp clothes and chainmail.

I drew back, faking Grimald with a punch. Instead, I delivered a kick to the wound on his leg.

He let out a screech, hobbling away to put distance between us.

I followed, my fingers going numb beneath my gauntlets. I clubbed Grimald on the temple, then jabbed him in the jaw, knocking another tooth loose. And I wondered how long this would last. The two of us circling each other in the snow, drawing blood and snapping bones.

I still had my sword, sheathed at my side, weighing me down. For a moment, I thought about unsheathing it, but to what end? I had often dreamt of taking my revenge on Grimald, carving him into ribbons, and yet now that the opportunity was upon me … I realized it was nothing like my mind or my heart had imagined it would be.

My emotions were no longer aligned with my past.

I was looking at an old man who had lost everything, even if his destruction had been sparked by his own greed and foolishness. A man who was panting, barefoot and bleeding, in the snow.

“I taught you how to swim in this river,” Grimald said, as if sensing the interlude between us. “Do you remember? Your mother stood on this very bridge and watched us. She shouted critiques at me the entire time, as if swimming in the sea is the same as swimming in a river.”

“I remember,” I said, the memory an ache in my throat.

Grimald stepped closer, brow arched as if testing whether I would strike him again. When my fists remained at my sides, he took another step, until our ragged breaths mingled.

“Why don’t you kill me?” he asked. “Why don’t you take up your sword and drive it through my rotten heart?”

I held his stare. Behind me, the river sang a downstream melody. Before me, Nathaniel watched with a concerned expression, just over the slope of Grimald’s shoulder.

“Surrender,” I said.

My uncle heaved a sigh, bowing his head as he stared at our feet—my boots, and his bloodied toes. When he struck, it was unexpectedly swift.

He took me by the neck, his nails scoring my skin. He pushed with the might of a mountain, moving us as if we were trapped in a dance. When my backside hit the balustrade, my armor lost the round for me, making it easy for Grimald to throw off my center of gravity. To knock my feet out from beneath me.

We went over the edge together.

Down through the roar of cold night air, into the river’s embrace.








LXXIII
Like Bone in Celestial Light




MATILDA

From my command of Maiden Tower, I watched Vincent vanish into the river, his body leaving a trail of foam behind on the surface. My heart pounded, erratic with fear. It was a fear I had never known before, had never tasted before, and it flooded my lungs like salt water.

I waited, desperate, for him to resurface.

My bones felt brittle as the seconds stretched on, long as hours.

Blood seeped between my teeth. I belatedly realized I had bitten down on my lip; I had not even felt the pain. I swallowed the sweetness until my stomach churned, but nothing could tear my eyes away from the rapids. My gaze swept across the rise and fall of the river, again and again, waiting for Vincent to break the dark water.

He remained submerged, as did Grimald.

My only relief was that the eye in the gemstone remained sleeping on my belt.

Cursing, I climbed upon the tower’s battlements, preparing to jump.

“No.” Bade’s grip was firm on my arm, holding me back. “Use your magic, Matilda. If you jump, you will lose your vantage point. You need to be able to see him in order to save him.”

I hesitated, tempted to tear my arm away as molten rage spread through me.

But he was right.

The wind blew. Hair tangled across my face—I finally felt cold—and I lifted my sinister hand and closed it into a fist, pulling. At once, the snow ceased to fall.

I had learned that my borrowed magic was not endless. Sending ice up the fortress walls had been taxing. Casting spells over firelight had made me tremble. I felt deep and dark as a well, but as the night dragged on, I had to dig further to fill my cupped hands with the magic I craved.

I drew a wavering breath, seeking more, deeper still. In the branching of veins, the soft edges of organs. The marrow of bones.

Bade still held on to me, but with the air swept clean of snow, I saw movement.

It was Grimald.

He bobbed on the water, farther downstream than I had anticipated.

A moment later, Vincent surfaced not far behind him, struggling to cut through the currents, his black hair blending into the midnight water. His armor was weighing him down. He would not last long, and dread pierced my chest like a pike.

I no longer had Warin’s river shoes on my feet. I would not be able to climb the ruin of Fury Tower to reach the wasted door. If Vincent drowned, I would be at a loss to find him in the wasteland before the mists drew his soul through the gate.

Keep these hidden until you need them. Adria’s voice echoed through me. I can foil death in my own way—not as great as your own, of course—and I can also catch a glimpse of what is to come, what is destined.

I remembered the two stars of hers, glistening on my collarbone. I did not know what they would give me, how exactly she could foil Orphia, but I was desperate to draw Vincent up from the water. My own heart was drowning with him.

Shivering, I tucked my hand beneath the neck of my tunic, setting my palm over her stars. They crackled against my skin, like melting crystals, but then I felt the warmth of them seeping into me. Her magic twined with mine, and I exhaled a deep breath.

I felt something heavy on my brow, but when I lifted my fingers, there was nothing but my hair, speckled in snow, and my brow, smooth and cold. And yet a peace settled upon me, sweeping the frantic clutter of my thoughts. My mind became clear, and I knew what Vincent needed.

In his nightmares, I had been in the water with him. I had reached down and pulled him up.

An idea flashed through me.

Ice had formed on the edges of the river, delicate as lace. It gleamed in the moonlight, and I stretched out my hand and called it closer, from the eastern bank, from the western one. I wove a tapestry of ice, thick enough to stand on. The two sides would meet, knitting together like a spine, and it would create a place for Vincent to haul himself from the water.

I closed my eyes and let the magic flow through me, drawing it down from the constellations above. From the memories I held of my mother. The enchantment pinched my lungs; my eyes stung with tears. It hummed through my bones, threatening to fracture them.

I pulled even more magic, delving as deep as I could, and I envisioned a bed of ice for Vincent to stand upon. Ice that formed a stairwell. Steps that plunged into the river, so he could easily climb out of the rapids.

Perspiration glistened on my skin and seeped through my tunic. The wool clung to my body as I heaved in air, as I kept my hand extended downstream.

My concentration was interrupted by a distant crack.

I was almost afraid to open my eyes.

Look at me, Red.

I lowered my hand. Blood stained my teeth. A shiver danced through me.

But I opened my eyes.

In the distance, a sheet of ice spanned the river. I had forged my own bridge, one that glittered like bone in celestial light. A shadow was rising, pulling himself onto my bridge. Then another, a second shadow that was not so fast, glistening in armor.

Grimald and Vincent were both on the ice.

“Let me go, Bade,” I breathed.

He hesitated, squeezing my arm before his hand fell away.

I tore the cloak from my neck and I jumped.








LXXIV
A Call to Ghosts




VINCENT

I had never known such coldness.

My skin burned as if I had set it on fire. I dragged myself from the water and onto the icy bridge, my limbs numb and slow. Water weighed me down; I coughed and felt it smolder through my lungs like flames. I watched it freeze as soon as it dripped from my mouth and hit the ice.

I was certain it was a dream; every movement felt hazy, precarious.

My breath was like smoke from a forge. The air blistered my mouth and I eased forward, frost crunching beneath my armor. My eyelashes froze when I blinked up at Grimald.

My uncle looked just as weathered.

Icicles were dangling from his beard. His chainmail was melding to his body. The bottoms of his feet tore every time he took a step, leaving patches of blood on the ice.

“Have mercy, Vincent,” Grimald said. “Let me live, and you will never see my face again.”

I fought the weight, the air, the cold in order to stand. I was on fire; I wanted to close my eyes. It was creeping over me, this need to lie down and sleep. But I stared at my uncle, the moonlight spilling over us. Our world was blue and black and silver.

“No,” I said.

I lunged forward, clumsy and slow, but I took Grimald down to the ice. We were weak; the blood was clotting in our veins. Our breaths were ragged. But I was able to roll my uncle to the edge of the bridge, where the water picked up its currents again, flowing downstream.

I would call to ghosts this night. To my father, my brothers.

I would open my old wounds to mend them. I would let myself bleed again.

“For Marcher,” I said, forcing Grimald’s face into the water. I held him there for three beats before I pulled him back up by his hair. “For Finnian.” I submerged his head again, holding him down six beats longer. He flailed and fought me, frantic but weak. I yanked Grimald’s head up one final time, listening to him gasp, as if he were being born into the world. “For my father,” I said through my teeth, through frost and blood, and I pushed him down again.

This time I held my uncle’s head beneath the water until he ceased moving. It was not long before he grew cold and stiff, a starlit corpse.

I swallowed the knot in my throat and shoved him into the river, giving his body to the water, as he had once wanted. I watched the rapids carry him downstream until he was nothing more than a shadow melting into a greater darkness, and a sob broke my breath.

I pushed away from the edge of the ice, shaking until I saw I was not alone.

Matilda stood close to me, moonlit and solemn. I could see stars shining in her hair, like the constellations had drifted from the heavens to crown her. When I blinked, the crown held steady, weaving light across her brow.

“Red,” I whispered, turning her name into clouds.

It burned away the last of my strength.

I felt myself fading, lulled into slumber by the cold and the ice and the snow. But I felt her hand on my face.

Her touch was the last thing I remembered.








LXXV
Winterfire




MATILDA

I dragged Vincent westward across my bridge of ice.

He was heavy, weighed down by his armor. He should have drowned, I thought with a chill, just as the ice gave way beneath us. It was thinning as the river began to cleave the bridge’s weaker points, breaking it into bergs to float downstream. Waist-deep in black water, I hauled Vincent onto the snowy bank. He lay there, unmoving. His eyes were closed, his lips were tinged blue. Ice glittered in his hair and on the long curl of his eyelashes.

“Vincent,” I said, touching his face. He was cold, but a plume of breath escaped his lips. “Can you open your eyes?”

“Red,” he whispered, as if it hurt to speak. His eyes fluttered open. “I need you … to undress me … from this armor. Before … I freeze.”

“Yes,” I said, reaching for the clasps on his breastplate. I eased the steel away from his chest. His chainmail was spangled with frost. The tunic beneath was damp, sticking to his skin. I moved to his gauntlets next, pulling them away from his hands. “Tell me what else I should do. What do you need?”

“I need to get warm,” he replied, his teeth chattering. “A fire, or your body … against mine.”

I glanced beyond him, where the bank transformed into a thicket, and the thicket gave way to the forest.

“I can make a shelter for us,” I said, caressing his hair. “Wait here for me.”

Vincent nodded, but I felt a stab of worry when he closed his eyes again. He could slip away so easily. The only reassurance I had was the eye on my belt. I continued to glance down at it, but the eye remained closed.

Sleep, Gatekeeper.

I rose and hurried into the thicket. It was a tangle of vines and brambles, and they fought me as I tamed them. Eventually, I hollowed out a space, a burrow that could hold the two of us, and I raked out the snow and gathered leaves for a bed. I piled kindling off to one side, igniting it with the magic that teemed in my right hand.

I paused, watching the flames grow. A feeling of uneasiness crept over me. Fire created smoke, and smoke could draw enemies. But I suppressed that worry and hurried back to Vincent, my throat constricting when it took me a moment to wake him.

“Vincent,” I said, shaking him. “Please, look at me.”

He groaned, but his eyes remained shut.

And that is when it came—a flare of heat at my waist. I knew without looking down that the Gatekeeper’s eye was opening. The moonstone on my belt was coming alive.

Vincent’s shadow, cast by the moon above, was starting to shift.

No.

I tore off his boots. His belt and scabbard. His chainmail and trousers and tunic, until it was only his skin, flashing white in the darkness.

I hauled him into my thicket, laying him down next to the small fire.

My hands were shaking as I undressed next, stripping off my sodden tunic but keeping the belt in place. The cold was both bitter and exhilarating against my bare skin. It reminded me of riding the trade winds, and I lay down beside Vincent, rushing my palms over him. His chest, the lean muscles of his legs, the slope of his shoulders, the concave of his hip bone, the ends of his fingertips. I rubbed until I could feel warmth, stirring his blood, and his breaths became steadier.

When his arm came around me, I could have wept.

Instead, I pressed my face into the crook of his neck, savoring the scent of his skin. I laid my palm flat on his chest, measuring his heart as it grew stronger.

The eye closed in the gemstone. But then came a different sensation. One that felt like a cord coming unwound. An ache in my ribs.

I could taste the faintest hint of Vincent’s prayer again. The one he had written so many years ago.

It melted away, sending a shock of pleasure through me.

I had answered him; my aid was fulfilled, and I shivered.

“Matilda,” he whispered.

I lifted my head to meet his gaze. His eyes were bloodshot, his face reddened from the cold. I wondered if he had felt it too, how his old words had turned into a sigh, vanishing.

“When you met me on the ice…” He paused, but his arm held me tight to his side. Sweat began to trickle between our bodies, our skin kindling as if we were our own fire. “I saw a crown of stars, gleaming across your brow.”

I became quiet, but my heart was erratic. When I had taken Adria’s stars as my own, letting them sink into my palm, I had sensed a weight gather across my brow. Something I could not see, but Vincent could.

“Are they still there?” I whispered.

He raised his hand to trace a path across my forehead. “Yes. They are not as bright as before, but they are beautiful. You look like a queen.”

“How many stars?”

He fell silent, counting. “Fourteen.”

I smiled at him, but I could not shake the worries, the wonders, that were beginning to swarm my mind. How I felt like a hot blade, quenched in oil. Forged under fire and heat and the strike of a hammer. Glittering with a sharp edge, keen to cut through the world.

I needed to see the sky. The stars.

“Give me a moment,” I whispered against his lips, kissing him. “I will return to you soon.”

His arm tightened, as if afraid to let me go. His mouth woke beneath mine, and we shared the same breath, the same moan. A sound that held me captive, soft with longing.

But when I eased back, Vincent’s embrace loosened.

His arm fell away, his breath hitched. He watched as I rose in our makeshift burrow, as I slipped out to the riverbank, still crusted with snow. I stood where the water lapped against the ice, my skin like alabaster in the moonlight.

I was almost afraid to find my constellation; a part of me believed it must have fallen from the heavens to crown me. But I lifted my eyes and saw it remained, illuminating the western sky. My six stars of herald burned brightly, like silver coins under a midday sun. The six stars of soul-bearing rested just beneath, like a reflection on a lake. But there were two more points sitting at the heart of it all, glittering with mirth.

The exchange of stars had been successful, even as it had felt like a dream in the moment.

Adria’s duet had become my own. She had crowned me and given me something else that I was still marveling over. Something beyond the peace and the steadiness that had enabled me to pull Vincent from the river.

I found her peacemaking constellation in the north, to prove my theory. I was alarmed to see she was missing not just two points but four, and my gaze raced across the sky, across hundreds of stars, trying to find where her other two had gone.

Bade, I thought, and there his constellation burned against the dark cloak of night. The god of war. He had once been an eleven-point constellation, and now he was thirteen. She had given two stars to him, and two to me.

Matilda.

I froze at the familiar voice, the way it curled through my mind, intrusive and soft as silk.

It was Warin, and he was close. I could sense his presence as he walked through the forest. He was coming this way to challenge me, one final time.

Matilda, he called again, and blood pulsed through my veins, preparing for a fight.

I rushed back to the burrow, darting inside to grab my tunic. It was damp and stiff, sparkling with frost. I yanked it over my head and saw that Vincent had fallen asleep. He lay close to my fire, which continued to crackle merrily through the cold darkness. Its golden light limned his body, catching every hollow, every line, every scar. I paused, stricken, but his breaths were deep and steady. A rosiness had returned to his skin. The eye in the gemstone remained shut, and he would be safe here, so long as I drew Warin away.

I slipped from the burrow and called down the snow, to fall thick and slow. Let it hide my footsteps and conceal our haven in the thicket from divine eyes. Let it keep him safe, I thought as I set off, deep into the heart of the woods.



It did not take me long to find Warin.

I stepped into a clearing and felt an icy chill. I knew it was his gaze. He was staring at me, but I could not see him amongst the cascade of snow and the shadows of night, which sat crooked and darker than ink.

“Warin?” I said, coming to a stop. Every fiber of my body was lit with anticipation. “Come forward.”

“Oh, but that would spoil this little game of ours, Red.”

My hand closed into a fist. My nails scored my own palm.

I would rip out his tongue for calling me that.

My fury was keen to be unleashed, but I tamped it down. Wait, I commanded myself, and I followed the direction of his voice, to where three pines grew close together. But it was only trees and bracken and snow and darkness, with flashes of moonlight when the wind tore through the clouds. He was nowhere to be seen; I needed him to speak again.

“What game?” I asked.

“The one where I release a mortal vassal for every secret you tell me, beginning with your magic of bringing back the dead.”

His voice had changed direction, coming from behind me. I spun to follow it, hair bristling at the nape of my neck. At last, I realized why I could not see him.

He was wearing my enchanted cloak.

I remembered the feeling of losing it. A lash across my throat as the cloak had been torn from me, just after the eithral crashed in the valley close to Grimald’s camp. And while I had agonized over its loss, not once had I thought it would find its way into Warin’s greasy hands.

He was invisible.

I would not be able to defeat him like this.

I could not strike what I could not see, and dread unfurled in my chest.

I was so fixated on where Warin could be standing that I did not feel the other draft of cold air and swirl of snow, coming from my right side. Not until a gruff voice broke the tense silence.

“Her secrets are not yours to glean, god of rivers,” said Bade. He stood between two elms, a shield upon his arm, his sword drawn. “Show yourself, or we shall fight by no rules.”

“Ah, I suspected you would come, god of war.” Warin was directly before me, somewhere, but it sounded like he was moving, weaving through the trees. “You could not stay away, could you? Matilda, I take it this old relic was your salt-sworn ally? The one whose vow you wanted to break before you were whipped at court? You should have let the vow stand! How entertaining it would have been, had the god of war come to your aid. How are your wounds, by the way? I imagine they are still tender. Those scales cut you to the bone.”

The blood drained from my face.

I did not want his words to bruise me, but they did. They pelted me like stones, and I was suddenly anxious to look at Bade. To watch the truth flicker across his face.

Bade said nothing, his expression unchanged—harsh and guarded, as was customary. Only his breath betrayed him; I could see him exhale a burst of air, as if he had also been struck.

“Draw your sword, your shield,” he said, striding to my side. Something dark and terrible glinted in his eyes as he searched the trees surrounding us. As he sought Warin.

I recalled the sword and shield from my belt, and we stood back-to-back, the forest falling quiet around us.

“He has an eithral scale,” I reminded Bade.

“Yes.” A growl of a word. “I remember.”

Together, we waited.

I knew Warin lurked somewhere at the periphery of my sight; I could still feel his gaze on me, a chill I could not shake away. Bade was a complication he had not accounted for, and as the moments stretched on, tense as a bowstring, I saw footprints marring the snow.

The snow was exposing his steps. As soon as I realized this, Warin lunged in my direction. I felt myself pressing against the wall of Bade’s back, the snow shifting before me in a flurry.

“Shield!” Bade barked, and I held it up, my arm stronger than it had ever been, corded with muscle.

Warin’s blade hit my shield with such force that I felt it reverberate in my teeth, rattling my magic down to its core. I saw a ring of glittering stars; I could taste iron and ice, salt and loam. I drew a breath and felt it ignite my blood.

I held my ground, pushing back with my shield.

I wanted to knock him to the ground. To lay him flat on his back with his neck exposed. That is where I would need to cut him. His mind was his fault line, and I would shred his voice, his throat. I was hungry for it, to see his blood stain the snow.

Warin chuckled somewhere close to my ear. He was enjoying this game of taunting, and he was fast, darting away like a windstorm. Bade, however, was watching and took a cut at him next, marking Warin’s movements by the snowy dust. Soon, we would lose this advantage. The more our feet churned up snow into cold mud, the more difficult it would be to find Warin’s location.

We seemed to spin around and around like this for hours. Warin would slash at me, then at Bade, then Bade again before coming back to me.

I remained on the defensive, my shield my greatest weapon. I was desperate to learn his patterns before I made myself vulnerable by taking a hack at thin air. Warin seemed to want that—for me to swing my sword and overextend myself, potentially exposing my weakest point.

The snow continued to fall, settling into our hair and refilling old footsteps. The ice coated the branches above us. They creaked in the wind, glinting like silver blades as the moonlight reflected, brightly, all around us.

I almost called fire from my palm, to smite Warin with it. He would go unscathed, but the cloak would burn and give him away. My mind teemed with the image until I recalled that magic was anchored to my right hand, the one gripping my sword hilt. I would have to sheath the sword to cast it, and a blaze would only distort my vision more.

I let my mother’s winter spell continue to spill over us instead.

At last, I saw my chance.

Bade was parrying a cut from Warin. Invisible feet were slipping in the snow, and I came up behind him. I cut my sword through the air and spirals of snow, my blood pounding like a drum. I felt the steel connect, and though I was aiming for his neck, I knew I got his shoulder.

My blade cut deep. I felt it part flesh, sing against bone.

Warin hissed and pivoted. My sword remained embedded in him, but as soon as he ripped the hilt from my hand, the weapon also went invisible, falling prey to the cloak’s enchantment. But I had made a mark upon him; his blood began to drip onto the snow, steaming like smelted gold.

I moved back, shield up, but he did not engage.

He fled.

Panting, I watched as his feet kicked the snow, up to a dense cluster of pines. I was about to pursue him when I felt Bade’s hand on my shoulder.

“He wants you to chase him,” he murmured, his gaze also on the trees that shivered from Warin’s retreat. “Remain on guard.”

“He will only take this time to heal himself and return,” I argued. “And we will begin this cycle all over again. This will never end.”

Bade was silent, his own breaths frayed from the revolution of parrying, cutting, blocking. But then he looked at me, and his eyes softened.

I wondered if he was thinking about what Warin had said earlier. About my whipping.

His lips were parting to say something to me, but I would never hear his words.

The hum of a bowstring broke the silence. A sound I had heard many times before.

My skin pebbled with warning, but it was too late.

Bade jerked.

He made a grunt of pain, and I saw the tip of an arrow protruding from his breast. Golden ichor bloomed across his armor; it dripped down the steel, scintillating in the dark.

My hands went numb, and yet I told myself, He will be fine. This was a humble arrow. Mortal made. An irritant, but not lethal to divinity. He had taken plenty of arrows and swords and axes before during battles. He will be fine.

He held my stare, wide-eyed. When he stumbled into me, losing his balance, I grasped his arm. He dropped his sword, his shield. I struggled to keep him standing but I could not do it; I could not hold us both upright. He was heavy as iron, and he was melting to the ground.

“Bade,” I said hoarsely. “Bade, your sword!”

He did not seem to hear me. His face had gone pale; his teeth were clenched in pain. And as he settled onto his back, surrendering to the snow, I saw the glimmer of iridescence. This was no arrow but an eithral scale on an arrow shaft. The very weapon that had once killed my mother.

Warin had shot it from his bow.

I had expected him to use the scale like Phelyra had, close enough to strike with his hand. But I should have remembered his skill as an archer. A terrible sound was wrenched from me.

“Bade.” I knelt beside him, shaking his arm. “Bade, get up!”

He reached for my hand and gripped it, weakly. “Your shield, Matilda,” he whispered.

I had dropped mine as well, and I did not care to pick it up.

My entire body went cold, pricked by a thousand needles. But I felt the dreaded heat on my belt. I knew the eye was opening. His heart had been pierced; his soul was about to drift away.

“You must go,” he said. His voice was raspy and pitched so deep I had to lean closer to hear him. “To Adria.”

Her name was his last word.

But his eyes were still on me, full of a strange light, as if he saw something I could not see.

I swallowed, watching them dim. I heard his shudder of a breath, his final one, before his hand slipped from mine.

And the world around us went quiet again.








LXXVI
Spring, Iron, Rivers




MATILDA

I need a wasted door.

It was my one clear thought, a fire in the darkness that was consuming me.

I forced myself to rise.

The eye was half lit in the gemstone. Bade would be in the wasteland now, traveling to the mists. I could bring him back, but as soon as I stepped foot there, I would begin my seven years of service to the Gatekeeper. I would be barred from the mortal realm during that time.

Vincent.

His name was like a second heart, beating in my chest, and I hesitated, caught in a web.

I did not want to make this choice.

My mind reeled; I could not breathe as I stepped away from Bade’s body. My knees were weak, my heart was in my throat. Tears stung my eyes as I stared at the falling snow, and I knew what I needed, what I wanted, to do.

My blood began to pound again as I prepared myself to ride the trade wind to the first wasted door I had ever encountered in the castle ruins. From that threshold, I would chase Bade down in the wasteland; I would catch his soul before he slipped into the mists. I would bring him back to Adria, and then I would dwell seven years with the Gatekeeper.

The trade wind was coming. I could hear it whistling through the forest, spinning up the snow.

There would be no time for me to explain my departure to Vincent or say farewell to him. My mouth was sealed by the Gatekeeper’s agreement. Even if I had the time to tell him of the seven years, I would not be able to. He would wake in the thicket, and I would be gone again. He would open his eyes to find himself alone, and I bit the inside of my cheek until the pain flared through me.

Seven years was a long time by mortal reckoning.

As if sensing my turmoil, the trade wind drew closer.

I stepped forward, eager to slip between its wings.

“Is the old god dead?”

Warin’s voice froze me to the spot. In my distress, I had forgotten he existed. But now that I sensed his presence, I was flooded with wrath so potent I nearly chipped my teeth when I ground them together. I gave myself a moment to breathe, to steady my heart, my plans swiftly changing.

“You should know,” I said. “You are now the god of war, are you not?” My hand flexed, but I willed him to step closer. Closer, so I could slay him before I departed.

The wind was coming. I only had seconds remaining.

The snow crunched beneath his feet as he took my bait; Warin moved within my striking range. “He was easier to kill than I thought. I think you might have softened the old brute, Matilda. But I feel unchanged. His power is not so glorious, not so vast as we were all led to believe in the Skyward realm. I hardly feel it stir within my blood.”

He turned Bade’s body over and yanked the eithral arrow from his back.

I held my breath, watching the snow shift. He was so close, and yet I would only be able to strike him once. My palm hovered over my belt, waiting to call my own eithral scale into my hand.

Come closer, I thought, just as the wind began to tease my hair.

“Oh, look who has decided to join us now,” Warin said in a singsong tone. “How delightful! This night has gone better than I planned.”

My blood went cold.

I looked to my sinister side, where Vincent now stood between the trees, staring at me through the falling snow. He was panting, his breath unspooling like clouds. He wore his damp tunic and boots, and his hair shone with frost. His face was flushed, and a sword flashed in his hand, though I could sense how weak he was.

He needed warmth. Shelter. Sleep. He should not be here, stumbling through my winter magic.

The trade wind arrived at that very moment.

The clouds broke above us, spilling moonlight into the clearing. The breeze caressed my hair. And yet I remained firmly planted, unable to draw breath or ride the wind, my eyes fixed upon Vincent. I could not leave him here with Warin.

I would lose Bade, then.

I would not be able to reach him in time, and all the fury I had been suppressing rose to the surface. I saw Adria, alone in their burrow, weeping in the shadows. My own heart, half of it cut away from my chest, to know the only god I had loved as my father was gone.

Strike true, Hem had once said to me.

You must not hesitate, Phelyra had advised, mere hours ago.

I quietly summoned the eithral scale from my belt. The wooden shaft fit perfectly within my hand as I spun to face Warin. But he had moved in the split second that I had looked at Vincent. If I had glanced down, I would have seen the snow marred at my feet, directly before me. I would have realized he had used that brief distraction—my moment of weakness—to position himself to wound me first.

He struck me so hard that I gasped.

I felt the sharp edge of the scale as it sparked across my ribs, punctured my lung. The pain was familiar—had I not felt it lash me relentlessly?—until it went deeper, slicing through me as if I were gossamer. I felt it pierce my heart, a mortal blow, and there it came to rest. An arrow that had found its mark.

The cold started to seep through my veins. My heart felt stung, swollen in my chest. It filled me with an odd rhythm until I realized … my pulse was slowing. My fault line was beginning to crumble.

Warin had known where to strike me, just as I knew where to strike him.

I could taste my blood like it was sap, rising up my throat with each strangled exhale. My legs were weak, but I would not kneel. I would not collapse. Not before I did this one thing.

I could sense Warin, standing face-to-face with me. I could feel his breath on my cheeks, hot and fermented, like rotten fruit.

With one hand, I reached up to find my cloak. It was soft, eager for me to touch it. I yanked the fabric from his neck, and with it, the enchantment. Instantly, he appeared before me, vivid and cruelly beautiful. Ashen and pale and blue in the moonlight. He was grinning; his eyes shone with hunger as he watched my blood begin to trickle down my chest, fragrant, luminous.

“I will miss you, old friend,” he crooned.

I smiled. “As will I, when you wander the wastes eternally, rejected by the mists.”

A frown pulled his brows closer. His eyes narrowed.

I had once slipped through his fingers and I would do it again, one last time.

I took the scale that had killed my mother, and I plunged it through his neck.



I twisted my hand until the scale had cut through him, severing every golden vein. Warin stumbled away from me with a gasp. He pressed his palm to his neck, but his ichor was a cascade, drenching the front of his robes.

He dropped to his knees, wheezing. He gazed up at me, confounded, as if he could not believe I had just given him a mortal blow.

I watched his face blanch white.

“Matilda,” he tried to say, but his voice grated like steel on stone.

He crumpled to the ground and breathed his last with a shudder, his magic flooding toward me, eager to find its new sanctuary.

Spring, iron, rivers.

There was no war to claim. That magic had never been his, even as Bade had died beneath his hand, but I did not have time to marvel over this mystery. To unravel what it might mean and how Bade had retained his power.

I drank Warin’s magic down like dark red wine. Three swallows, until my blood was thick with it, and my mind was dizzy, reveling in the new splendor. Nectar warm in the sun, rusted metal, cold water with a hint of mud. It was overwhelming, like diving into the ocean during a storm, feeling the pull of the undertow.

I closed my eyes, imagining how I could hold all this magic without breaking, without losing who I had been before. I felt the cool shadows of Warin’s hall in the sky, a hall that now answered to me. I commanded the shackles to fall away from the mortals who dwelled there. Vincent’s people were free to return to their realm, beholden to no god. Their joy was incandescent. They were coming home.

In the brilliance of the exchange, I forgot I was dying. My heart struggled to beat; my soul was melting away. My shadow was fading.

I was drowning in power and my own blood.

But it was not until I looked at Vincent—when I watched him run to me, his sword falling from his hand, fear burning in his eyes—that I let myself come undone.

I fell face down into the snow.








LXXVII
To Hold the Wind




VINCENT

I fell to my knees and pulled her into my arms. The snow had gathered in her hair; she was cold and stiff, but her blood was warm and bright, spilling over my hands like fresh-pressed oil, staining my clothes like illuminated ink. When I cradled her against my chest, she opened her eyes and looked at me.

“No,” I said to her when she granted me a sad, soft smile. “Don’t you dare leave me, Red.”

But in my heart, she had always been the wind, never staying in one place for too long. I had always known that I could not hold on to her. I could run in her wake for as long as I had strength, but I was destined to grow tired and slow. It did not matter how much I desired it; some moments, I could draw close enough to share the same breath as her. I could seal her mouth with my own, I could dream of growing old at her side. But there were other moments when I knew I could not follow her.

“Stay with me,” I whispered, a hoarse, broken sound.

“Vincent,” Matilda breathed.

She closed her eyes, solemn, peaceful. I held her tight against my chest, aligned her with the pounding of my heart. Her crown of stars remained, gleaming in the darkness.

She died in my arms.








ACT FIVE
THE FIRE IN OUR BONES









LXXVIII
Phantoms We Create




MATILDA

The wasteland was more beautiful than I remembered. Undulating pink hills, a sunset sky teeming with stars and moons and suns, an iridescent stream that flowed like a song. It took me a moment to gain my bearings, to realize that I had not entered this realm through a wasted doorway but by soul alone.

I could draw breath, but I did not need to. There was no pulse to feel in my wrists, my throat.

A deep wound in my chest was damp with blood.

I was dead.

My body was still solid and familiar, although it felt untethered in a way I could not explain. I felt an immense thirst, which prompted me to walk along the road I had traveled before, knowing it would lead me to the gate. That is when I started to remember my final moments. Bade’s death had come first. Then Warin’s, by my hand. Then my own ending, embraced in Vincent’s arms.

It had been gentle, this passing unto death. It had been like falling asleep.

Bade.

I began to run, eager to see him. There was no weight to hold me down; I flew over the hills as if I had grown wings, slowing only when I reached the last summit that overlooked the gate. Bade was still on the road, cresting the hill, walking slowly. But he must have heard me coming. He paused and turned.

“Matilda,” he said, his face taut. “You should not be here.” But then he saw the blood that dribbled down my tunic, a wound that matched his own, and his shoulders stooped. “Was it him?”

I glanced down the remaining stretch of road to see Warin was standing at the mist’s entrance. He must have cut in front of Bade, which did not surprise me. The Gatekeeper had brought out her measuring scales and was currently listening to him, weighing his life. He did not have many bones in his favor yet; he had come to her disgraced, stripped of all his magic. Magic that was now mine, and I could feel it, woven into my very essence.

Warin waved his hands. I could hear his voice rising, although I could not catch the words. He sounded impatient, angry. The Gatekeeper merely cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Yes,” I replied, returning my gaze to Bade. “I now have spring, iron, and rivers to my name, but I am not war. Do you know why?”

“This is Adria’s doing.”

“And the two stars she gave you?”

Bade was quiet for a moment, as if thinking of her pained him. “Yes. As she also gave to you.”

“I still do not understand.”

“She is more than the goddess of peace. She is the matriarch of the mortal realm and can weave constellations into crowns, bestowing them upon any divine of her choosing. Such a crown can never be stolen once it is granted, which means the magic that divine possesses cannot be stolen either. Warin might have slayed me, but my magic was protected by the crown Adria gave to me. It is mine and will always be mine.”

I pondered on this for a moment, wistful.

Warin had killed me, but souls and words were still my own. The stars I had been born with had been the ones I had died beneath. All because Adria had woven them together into a crown and had given that endless ring back to me.

“If you have a crown of stars … why can’t I see it?” I asked.

“Because the crowns can only be seen by the one who knows your soul. Adria can see mine. Vincent, I suspect, can see yours.”

I swallowed and looked down at my palms. My mother’s constellations also still gleamed upon my hands. In a way, she felt close to us, and I wondered if she waited just within the mist to welcome Bade. To welcome me.

“Shall we walk together?” Bade asked, inclining his head to the gate.

I let my hands fall back to my sides as I gazed up at him. My heart, which was an icy, quiet vessel in my chest, suddenly felt warm, as if my magic was stirring.

“Do you want to return to her?” I asked him. “Do you want to return to Adria?”

Pain flashed across Bade’s face. “Of course I do.”

“Then take my hand.”

He stared at it—my right hand outstretched in the space between us.

“What is this, Matilda?”

“Take my hand,” I said to him again. “But you must promise that you will not let go of me. No matter what comes, you must hold on to me.”

Bade hesitated. But then his large hand encircled my own, cold as the winter snow that had soaked our spilled blood, just moments ago.

“I promise,” he said.



I drew him with me the way we had come, away from the misty gate and the scales and clatter of bones and the Gatekeeper’s shrewd eye. We claimed one hill and its corresponding valley before cresting the next, our souls in stride with each other. The only thing that slowed our pace was our thirst. It was harder to ignore the farther we traveled from the mists. I was beginning to fear that I could not bear a soul if I was dead, that I was merely dragging us through the wastes aimlessly, when an obsidian gate bloomed before us on the road. An impasse that we could not go around but required we enter to reach the wasted doorway.

“What is this?” Bade asked.

“Remember what I told you,” I said, tightening my grip on his fingers. “Do not let go of me, no matter what you see or feel.”

I waited until he nodded. Only then did I pull him through the gate.



I had once wondered what haunted the god of war’s sleep. When he gave himself over to rare slumber, what nightmares arose in his mind? Where did his soul wander when he slept?

It was a place of guilt and remorse. Blood-soaked dreams that were knee-deep in skulls and anguish.

I stepped into the landscape of his nightmares—a dimly lit world of charred trees and dying grass and smoke—and instantly wished to be away from there. I was already cold as Death herself, and yet the chill of this dream sank deep within me. It was oppressive; I realized there was no hope in this place, only bleakness.

Bade stopped, yanking on my hand.

When I looked back at him, I saw fear creasing his face. Fear and dread and guilt. He closed his eyes.

“No,” he whispered. “No. I do not want to be here.”

“This is just a dream,” I said to him. “But we must go through it to reach Adria. She is waiting for you on the other side.”

Bade trembled. His eyes remained shut as if he could not bear to confront his past, elements that still haunted him. His skin was waxy, gleaming. I had a startling vision, as if I were seeing a shade of his younger self. When he had been a god-child, struggling to understand the full breadth of his magic. When he was coming into his power and realizing what he could do to the world. The scars he could carve upon it.

“Come,” I said, stepping forward. “I am here with you, Bade.”

To my relief, he followed. He was strong enough to drag me anywhere, and I worried he might bolt back to the gate. That he would pull so hard his fingers would slip free of mine, and I would lose him eternally in the fog of his own nightmare.

I did not want to imagine it.

I set my focus on the path we needed to take, my eyes seeking the gleam of the exit gate. It would appear like a beacon, and I was keen to locate it, when we came across the sea of bodies. I paused, stricken. There were hundreds of them. Thousands of corpses, slain in battle. Their faces were gaunt, their mouths were open, maggots writhing between their teeth. Their blood was dark red, almost black, after it had dried upon armor and raiment. Mortals, then, and I shuddered as I began to pull Bade through the battleground.

He yanked on my hand, resistant.

But he knew, as I did, that there was no way around. We had to pick a path through, and we began to step on the bodies. I felt bloated flesh give beneath my feet, bones snap, wounds reopen as my heels pressed down on them. These were sons, daughters, brothers, sisters. Lovers, spouses. Fathers and mothers. Kindred. They were mortals with names, their lives had once been woven into a tapestry with countless threads. They were each beloved to someone, and they were dead long before they should be, harvested by war’s scythe.

“We should turn around,” Bade panted. “There is nothing … nothing good ahead.”

I did not respond but continued to pull him in my wake.

Soon, the sea of bodies began to thin.

We walked through skeletons now, picked clean by the buzzards. Armor that had been abandoned, shining through the smoke. Skulls with broken teeth. Pennants that were staked into the ground, torn by relentless wind.

A tent loomed before us. A war tent, I realized, and my mouth went dry as I pulled us into its shadows and firelight.

Adria stood within, gazing down at a map.

I heard Bade inhale. He stopped abruptly and I halted with him gazing at the memory of her.

She had not yet ascended as a goddess. She was still a mortal queen, dressed in armor, her face weary, her eyes bloodshot. A golden crown inlaid with pearls gleamed across her brow.

She heard us enter, or perhaps she felt a draft of cold. Adria glanced up. I was invisible, but her gaze was riveted onto Bade. His grip tightened on my hand as if he were in agony.

“I told you I did not want to see you again,” Adria said to him sharply. “I told you to never step foot in my camp again, god of war. You are not welcome here. Get out.”

“Adria,” he pleaded. “Wait.”

He tried to take a step closer to her. He was about to fall to his knees and I yanked him away, keeping him close to me. Quickly, I thought, before his own nightmare fooled him. Both of us could lose our sense of what was real and what was false. I dragged him out of the tent and through another. She was there again, and again. Mortal and beautiful and full of fire. Each time she looked upon him, it was with disgust and disapproval, as if he was the worst thing she had ever crossed paths with.

“I never want to see you again,” she said to him through her teeth. “Leave.”

Was this a memory, or was it distorted by his sense of remorse and dread? I was not certain, but it was brutal to witness.

I trembled with relief when we cleared the last tent. My steps were light, Bade’s heavy and trudging, as if he wanted to lie down and die again. But up ahead, in the distance, was an archway of light. The way out, I realized, and my determination surged.

“We are almost there,” I said to him. Thirst pounded through me; what I would have given for a sip of nectar, a swallow of rainwater. To dive into the river at Wyndrift. “Look, Bade. See the light ahead? We are—”

“Bade!”

The cry went through me like a clap of thunder. It was my own voice, interrupting me. A younger mold of myself, and I saw her—twelve winters to my name, knees bleeding gold, hair caught in a long braid. I looked so young and afraid. Soft and uncertain of who I was.

Even I wavered, gazing at her.

I wanted to protect her, wrap her within my arms.

“Bade!” my younger self shouted at him again, and he responded like he had been slapped.

“Matilda,” he said, hauling me after her. “Wait. Wait for me.”

Young Matilda turned and darted away, into the darkness. I dug my heels into the loam of the dream like I was an anchor, resisting the pull she created. I gritted my teeth and defied Bade’s strength, desperate to keep him on the path forward.

“Bade!” I hissed. “Bade, I am here. This is just a dream. I am holding your hand, and we are—”

He ran after the memory of me, his fear like the blue heart of a flame, blazing through his eyes.

“Where are you?” he shouted.

“I am here!” I cried, but Young Matilda said the exact same words in the darkness, drowning out my voice.

I held on to his hand with an iron grip, afraid he would tear loose from me. He dragged me after my own phantom, and I could do nothing to break his pace. We were plunging headlong into utter blackness. If my heart had been able to beat, it would have been racing. Soon, hounds began to bay in the distance. I felt Bade shudder.

“Matilda!” he bellowed.

Once more, I tried to reply, but Young Matilda stole the words from my mouth. Her voice was pitched high, ringing like a chime.

“Over here, Bade! Help me.”

He yanked us to the right, chasing the sound. His fear of something terrible happening to me was suffocating. I felt the ground begin to shift. There were loose pebbles beneath us. I slipped, but Bade did not seem to notice. He continued to drag me, desperate to reach Young Matilda as the howls grew louder.

I could only think of one way to break his focus. To bring his eyes back to mine. To call him by a name Young Matilda never had.

“Father,” I said, my voice hitching. “Father!”

That brought Bade to a sliding halt. At once, the howls vanished. The darkness did not feel so heavy. Young Matilda vanished into mist.

He turned and looked at me, still clinging to his hand, my eyes wide and desperate.

I had never called him that, but it was what he was to me. No blood tethered us, but without him, I would not have been who I was.

I was the daughter he would never have. The child he had secretly wanted.

“Matilda?” he whispered.

“Yes.” Relief brought me to my knees, a sour tang in my mouth. Still, I did not let go of his hand, and his fingers tightened on mine. “Yes, we were almost to the gate. To the light.”

He helped me stand.

This time we walked together, in stride. If there were hounds in the distance, we did not run from them. We did not fear them. We left behind the phantoms, the guilt, the ache of remorse.

The light became brighter, filling my eyes until it was all I could see.

I breathed, although I did not need the air. Still, I drew it in deep, remembering what it felt like to be alive.

And I pulled Bade through the dream’s gate.



Souls grow just as weary as flesh and bone and blood. They become thin, like old veils and parchment. Light shines through them until it feels like they will become nothing more than a vapor.

That is how I felt as Bade and I found the road again. My weariness stung my skin; it seemed like we had been wandering through his nightmare for decades. We were both battered and thirsty and sad. We both trembled with relief. He still held my hand, as I held his.

“Do not let go,” I said. “Not yet. There, up ahead, is the wasted door.”

I could see it and felt warmed by the familiarity—an arched plank of cedar wood with a cast-iron handle and a stone lintel. A door that seemed to sprout from the wasteland, leading to nowhere.

“Wasted door?” Bade echoed. “Where does it open to?”

“Come and see,” I said.

We approached the threshold, and I willed my sorrow to melt. I tamped it down, like embers. And still my hope roused itself, defiantly, sending heat through my cold, dead veins.

I wondered if I could bear my own soul and return to the living realm.

“This door leads to the mortal world,” I said as we paused before it. “I will open it for you, and you must step through it without looking back.”

Bade frowned. “And what of you? You are coming with me.”

“I … am not certain if I can.”

“What do you mean?”

“Souls are like words,” I said. “I carry them for everyone but myself. I have never tried to bear my own.”

“Then you must try this time,” Bade said gently, squeezing my fingers. “For me, and Adria. For Vincent.”

I glanced over the wasteland, eager to dull the pain that welled in my soul. My wound had ceased bleeding, as had Bade’s. Our ichor was golden dust on our clothes, our skin. But there was still a hole in my chest. A place that could not be mended.

“Of course I will,” I said, attempting a smile. “Now, let me open the door for you. I will let go of your hand so you may pass over the threshold, but remember, you must not look behind. Do you hear me, Bade?”

He grunted. But it was only to hide the concern that I saw, glimmering in his eyes, as he continued to gaze down at me.

“I hear you,” he said at last. “Daughter.”



The threshold came to life when I touched the iron handle. With my sinister hand, I opened the door, and with my right, I let Bade go.

He stepped forward as I hoped he would, limned in sunlight, but then he paused.

Do not look behind, I thought, but I held my voice captive. If I spoke, I knew it would only tempt him to glance at me. Keep moving toward Adria.

I think he was waiting to feel my soul, close behind his. To ensure that I was following him. And so I stepped onto the threshold, the air stirring around me.

Bade’s shoulders relaxed. He continued forward. He vanished into the light, returning to the world of the living. When I tried to follow, I found that I could not. I was captive to the wastes. This threshold, while brilliant with magic, was barred to me.

I had no choice but to stumble backward into the vast sprawl of the wasteland.

I did not think I would weep; I did not think I could. But I sank to my knees and pressed my face into my palms, and I wept. There were no tears, only the salt of them, the sound of them. I wanted to curl into stone, to lie down and forget what I had lost until I was numb, but then came a voice, rolling over the hills to find me.

Matilda.

It was the Gatekeeper, calling to me.

I fell silent, breathing into my palms.

Matilda, your seven years have now begun.








LXXIX
The Legend of a Mortal Lord




VINCENT

I sat in the shadows of the sepulcher beside Matilda’s body, waiting. I waited for her chest to rise again, for her lungs to draw air. For her heart to remember its beat, for her magic to knit her wound until there was only the faintest trace of a scar left behind. I waited for her to open her eyes, to blink away the darkness. For her to look at me. For her soul to warm her flesh.

I waited for her to breathe my name.

It had been a full day since she had died in the woods, since I had carried her back to the fortress. She remained unmoving, cold to the touch, preserved as if she had become stone. I had undressed her and washed away her blood. I had combed golden oil through her hair until it shone like copper and drawn a pale blue gown over her body, fastening her moonstone belt around her waist. I set a bouquet of river blythe in her hands, and the poisonous white blossoms looked delicate, soft as lace.

I laid her in the same place Nathaniel had once claimed—breathless, pale, dead.

I waited, feeling as if I had slipped into a hidden crevice of the world. Beyond the sepulcher, I knew time was moving without me. Repairs were beginning on the fortress under Nathaniel’s watch. The dead were being buried. Another mourning sennight had begun, and the conflict with Grimald was over.

He was dead, drowned, and his men had fled the riverbank.

I thought of these things as one day passed into the next, as I remained at her side. Matilda did not move. The sunlight streamed in through the open doorway, touching her folded hands, the white flowers, the length of her dress. Then the moonlight. The firelight. The stars. The sun, once again.

She did not breathe.

Still, I hoped, and I waited.



I was woken by a clatter. Heavy feet on the stone. A massive shadow, blocking the light. Breath that spun in the afternoon air.

I had not realized I had drifted off to sleep until I jolted up to my feet, my eyes focusing first on Matilda, who had not moved, then to the stranger at the entrance of the tomb.

It was Bade.

I blinked, waiting for him to melt away. A mere illusion. He had died beside her, days ago. The last time I had seen him, he had been laid out on a similar table in a neighboring tomb. I had brought him here to Wyndrift to rest, because I did not know where else to take a dead god’s body.

Bade gazed at Matilda, as if expecting her to rise. The moments passed, but he remained. He did not fade, and I realized that he had returned. He was flesh and bone again, and my heart began to race.

“How long?” he panted. “How long have we been dead?”

“Two days,” I said. “Did you see her? Was she with you in the wasteland?”

He nodded but seemed unable to speak another word.

The god of war settled on her other side. We waited together in silence. Another day ended in a misty eventide. The autumnal cold began to sink into my bones. Umber leaves fell from the trees and were blown into the sepulcher. They whispered across the marble floor, gathering in the corners.

Bade gave up before I did.

There was a sadness in his face as he finally stood. He had sat here for the full turning of a day, and his hope had waned like a crescent moon.

“She was right behind me,” he said, caressing her hair. “If she has not returned by now, she never will.”

“Don’t say that.” My voice was sharp, crackling with heat. “She brought my brother back. She brought you back.”

“Yes, but she told me that bearing souls was like bearing words.” Bade paused, his hand sliding away from Matilda’s hair. “She cannot carry her own.”

His response stoked my anger until I thought my voice would catch fire in my throat. “Go on, then. Return to your under realm. I will remain here beside her.”

“Vincent.” Bade sighed my name, sorrowful. “You need to close and seal this sepulcher. She has earned her rest. Her peace. Give that to her body.”

“Get. Out.”

The god of war hesitated, a pained expression on his face. But then he kissed her forehead. I could not bear to watch; I glanced away, to the dead leaves in the corners. He departed without another word to me, and I remained in the shadows, stiff and aching.

I lasted three more days before my brother convinced me to seal the sepulcher. Once I did, I ascended the stairs to my tower room, walking through debris that the trebuchets had made—loose stones and shards of glass. Tapestries that had fallen from the walls. I closed the door and lay down on my bed, the very place where Matilda had once slept.

I slumbered and was glad I did not dream.



“Vince.”

It was Nathaniel’s voice that woke me from a bland, gray slumber. He was shaking my shoulder, and as I stirred, I realized he was not alone. There was another man, one I did not recognize, fastened to his waist by rope.

“Who is this?” I asked, my voice rusted from sleep.

Nathaniel glanced at the young man standing in his shadow. “This is Anton.”

The knight who had killed him.

“Why is he here?” I pushed myself up, my blood suddenly pounding.

“Oh, no, Vince.” Nathaniel took a step back, flushing. When he did, Anton mirrored him, as if the two of them were reflections. “He is helping me. Helping us. We have been rebuilding the walls, the gates. In fact, you will be pleased to hear the western gates have been hung on the bridge. The rubble at Fury Tower has also been cleared away.”

I rose to my feet. I could not remember the last time I ate, drank. A throb rattled at my temples. I felt like I would dissolve if I moved too quickly.

“Why have you woken me?” I asked, but there was a pinch in my chest when I spoke. I was ashamed that I had been lying here, unable to rise, while my brother led the recovery and restoration of our home. I should have been assisting them, and yet I found my bones were too heavy, my blood was too thick.

I wanted to sleep. I did not want to be awake, thinking about Matilda. How her body was now sealed in a tomb. The way she had looked, dying in my arms. How long I had knelt in the snow, holding her to me, breathing her in, until she had gone cold.

It was supposed to be me, I thought. Not you, Red.

“I have good news,” Nathaniel said with a tentative smile. “Our people have returned from Drake Hall. All the ones who were missing? They have been found. They claim they saw Matilda. She was the one to set them free.”

“They saw her?” I rasped. “She’s returned?”

“Yes, and no,” Nathaniel said. He grasped my arm gently, as if he knew I was one breath away from shattering. “They saw her days ago, in Warin’s villa.”

There were still many pieces of this story that I did not know, and when Nathaniel and his killer left, I forced myself to wash my face and dress in clean clothes. I descended the tower and met with my people in the hall. I did not sit on the dais; I sat amongst them, shoulder to shoulder, sharing ale and bread, and I listened as they told me what had befallen them. The ones who had remained at Drake Hall, and the ones who had been swept away as vassals to Warin’s villa in the clouds, due to Hugh’s underhanded agreement with Warin.

I realized where Matilda had gone the morning I had woken alone, reaching for her across the bed. The morning when the trebuchets had begun firing, and my heart had been in my throat, my stomach in knots. She had gone to return the river shoes, and she had seen my people there.

She had also set them free when she had slain Warin.

“Where is Hugh Delavoy?” I asked, the hall falling silent around me. I vaguely recalled he had shadowed me during the assault, but he had been slow, wounded. I had left him behind when I was trailing Grimald. “Where is he?” I repeated, sharper.

Nathaniel appeared, Anton close behind him.

“He is dead,” my brother said. “He went to sleep last night, and never woke this morning. The healer thinks he succumbed to his wounds. He was still recovering.”

I knew what those words meant. The words Nathaniel did not say.

Someone had poisoned Hugh with blythe.

It was just as well, I thought. I would have taken a great sword and executed him in the courtyard for his crimes. I would have spilled his blood, gladly. And when I rose from the table, I met Nathaniel’s eyes. I saw something dark and gleaming within him. Justice, shrewdness. A shade of our father.

It had been my little brother, I realized. He had killed Hugh quietly so I would not have to stain my hands publicly.

I think that was when I knew.

I knew Nathaniel was almost ready.



Autumn gave way to winter. The short days were riddled with mud, hunger, and snow. The nights were long and cruel. Not a day passed when I did not rise and think of her. When I did not look for her in the river, in the stars. Her constellation gleamed silver against the darkness. The sight of it was a balm and a sorrow.

There was not an evening when I did not long for her, when I did not lie alone and cold in our bed, watching the fire die. And just when I thought I could not bear another dark day, hollowed by grief, winter surrendered to spring. The mornings glittered with frost, but the afternoons were becoming warmer, and the skies were a bright blue when it was not raining.

The river swelled; the weeds grew up from cobblestone cracks. The trees were budding; the garden soil was dark and rich when I took it in my hands. The flowers bloomed on the distant moors.

Life went on, as it always had, even when it felt like it shouldn’t.

Repairs were still underway on the fortress and the bridge, but our days at Wyndrift fell into a quiet, steady rhythm. No gods knocked upon my door. No goddesses tumbled in through windows. No eithrals haunted our skies. No barons challenged our river.

We lived and breathed and mended our wounds in peace, and slowly, we healed and began to dream again of the seasons to come.

I waited for midsummer. When I felt as if I could not hold the words any longer, I invited Nathaniel on a walk across the parapet. Anton was not with him, upon my request. The murderous knight was no longer bound to my brother by rope in those days but followed him all the same, an unexpected closeness—a friendship—forming between them.

“There is something I would like to ask of you, Nate,” I said.

Nathaniel was quiet for a beat, and we came to a halt at the battlements. The very place I had once stood and watched Matilda’s enchanted ice claim the wall.

“What is it?” Nathaniel said, although by the set of his shoulders … he knew. He knew what I was about to ask of him, and he sounded cautious, guarded.

“When our father died,” I began, “this fortress and river were to go to Finnian. When Finnian died, it was to go to Marcher. And when Marcher died, it was to come to me. As the third born, I never thought this place would fall into my hands the way it did. I never wanted it.” I paused, struggling to know what to say. But then I looked at my brother and a knot came loose in my chest. “I have thought for many years now that I was simply holding it together as an interim. I was supposed to be here for a season, but then I was to pass it on to you.”

Nathaniel exhaled, a slow deep breath. He sensed it, too. I could see that my words were not a surprise to him. Perhaps he had felt this place calling to him in the night. He heard the music in the currents as our father once had, as our older brothers had. He was the one who was supposed to rise in place of them.

“The knights and warriors would follow you anywhere,” I continued. “I have seen it in battle, as well as in days of peace. The craftspeople worship you; they feel seen by you. You love the river and the bridge and fortress, acknowledging each of their strengths as well as their weaknesses. You have brought this place together again, even turning an enemy who once stole your life into a close friend whom you trust. And so I would ask you to let me surrender this crown to you. Allow me to stand aside and bend the knee to you. Permit me to leave, brother.”

Nathaniel was quiet for a long moment. The silence between us was tender, but then he whispered, “Where will you go? I do not want you to leave.”

I smiled—relief rushed through me—and said, “I will not be far from you. I will come and visit often, and if you summon me, I will answer. This I swear to you.”

My brother looked at me, as if sifting through what he saw in my eyes. I thought he was about to cry, but then he took my hand. We stood there together, shadows tangled as one with blue sky above us and the river flowing below us, ever onward.

And I knew what his answer would be, long before he spoke it.



When autumn came, I surrendered my crown, my title, my power.

I bestowed it upon Nathaniel, and I left Wyndrift not as a lord but as a man.

My brother asked again where I would go. I knew he was thinking of the cautionary tale our father had once told us when we were young. The legend of a mortal lord whose mind and heart broke when he lost the woman he loved most—the soul that touched his own. He burned down his legacy, his home, his very name until there was nothing left but ash. He became shadow and mist, wandering alone until Death came to claim him. Only then was he reunited with his love.

Nathaniel was worried this was bound to be my fate.

I did not answer him. Not yet, although I envisioned a place I had once been, a year ago. This is where I would travel to, as if I were following an old trail I had forged.

I rode alone on horseback, savoring the wind and the quiet stretch of land. I reached my destination by evening.

Places are never quite how you remember them. But here was the meadow where I had lain down, Matilda at my side, drenched in starlight. I could nearly see where our bodies had been, the imprint we had left behind in the grass. Here was the forest, woven with bracken, a place to shelter. And here was the dilapidated cottage. Forgotten, abandoned, waiting for someone to return and light its fires.

It only needs new thatching on the roof. The walls are still sound, Matilda had once said.

I walked forward to claim it.








LXXX
Dear Vincent




MATILDA

What good is a herald for the dead if I cannot cross back into the living realm?

This was all I could think in those early days of my service, when I would lay my hand on my breast, eager to feel my heart’s song, only to find it quiet and broken. When I would battle my thirst for the mists by walking to the wasted door. I would touch its iron handle, but I never attempted to pass through it again, no matter how much my soul yearned for the crossing.

Instead, I would sprawl upon the pink ground and let my mind wander.

What I would have given to feel time flow around me again. To watch the moon wax and wane and the sun rise and set, spilling its light across the land. To lift my face to the rain and let snow gather in my hair. To draw breath. To feel someone’s hands on my skin. To ache and to bleed. To hear Vincent whisper my name.

What I would have given to live again.



“Of course, you will live again should you want to,” the Gatekeeper said to me, as if I were daft. This was not long after I had begun my service to her, and she had sensed the heaviness of my soul. “No, the question is … will you still desire to live as you once did when the seven years have come and gone?”

Seven years was not a long time to an immortal.

It should not have felt like a cage, and I could not understand why it had bruised me so deeply until the Gatekeeper added, “I have seen my share of mortal men. Their hearts may break like glass, but they are just as fickle as gods. Are you certain he will wait for you?”

Seven years was a long time for a mortal.

I thought of Vincent.

There had been a part of me that had worried I would find him here in the wastes. He had been so weak when I had died. The cold had stricken him, and men easily fell sick beneath such elements. But as the days passed, he failed to appear, and I was relieved. Relieved as I was sad.

“When I agreed to this bargain with you, I thought his mortal life would be over by the time I returned here,” I said. “I thought the seven years would feel like respite, not a prison.”

“Hmm.” The Gatekeeper seemed amused. “Time will go by faster if you agree to what I need you for.”

“Why do you need me?”

She waved her hand and two trees in the distance disappeared. A moment later, a stack of parchment appeared at my feet. Then she took a glass vial and filled it with water from the iridescent stream, and it became ink. Lastly, she plucked a feather from the sky.

“Be ready for when the next soul arrives at my gate,” she said. “You still have my eye on your belt. When it opens, you will know that I need you.”

With that, she absconded to the mists. A place I still refused to tread, for fear I would never want to return to the wastes. And I could not guess what she wanted, but I gathered up the parchment, the magical ink, the quill.

I waited for the next soul to arrive at the gate.



It was Hugh Delavoy.

He arrived with foamy blood streaming from his mouth, his eyes wide as he took in the wasteland, the tall gate of arched bone, the swirl of sweet mist.

“What happened to you?” I asked, although I was pleased to see him here.

Let him rot.

“That bastard poisoned me,” he said. “I am certain of it.”

“Vincent?”

“Nathaniel.”

“Oh. What a pity,” I said with a sigh, just as the Gatekeeper arrived to greet him with her golden scales. I had the parchment, ink, and quill on hand, waiting for her instructions.

“Write down everything he tells me,” she said. “All the stories, all the sins, all the heartaches. I want a record of everyone who comes to my wasteland. I want to be able to relive these tales whenever I want.”

This caught me by surprise, but it should not have. I vividly remembered how she had craved pieces of Nathaniel’s life, Xan’s, even mine, as if our pasts had been nectar for her to sip. All the moments that had defined us. Stories she could only hear once in the moment as they were spoken.

I sat beside the gate and began to transcribe Hugh’s life. He was a man of many years by mortal reckoning and had endless stories to share. I did not like to see him earning bones from the Gatekeeper; I did not want to see him step into the mists. But this was not my decision, and so I was quiet, writing his words down as a good scribe should.

He had memories of Vincent.

A memory of me.

My fingers went stiff when Hugh shared the moment when he had first seen me. When I had been a god-child, running from Vincent and his brothers. How I had vanished into the wind before they could catch me.

He repeated the words Grimald had said to Vincent.

Next time, you hold on to her. Demand her name, her favor. We could have used her. You do not let go of a goddess, especially a young, nameless one …

“Little did I know I was bound to see you again, goddess,” Hugh said, and I could feel his eyes on me. “Indeed, I never imagined I would meet you here, or that both of us would be dead. But at the very least, Vincent learned something from his uncle that day. He found a way to hold on to you, to use you for his advantage, didn’t he?”

My hand clenched, threatening to snap the quill. I had stopped writing a while ago, refusing to immortalize Grimald’s words. Slowly, I lifted my gaze and stared at Hugh. If there had been blood in my veins, it would have been searing. If my quill had been a sword, I would have plunged it through his neck.

Strangely enough, the Gatekeeper did not bestow a bone for this tale, even as her eye burned with interest.

“Continue on,” she prompted Hugh, drawing his attention away from me.

Hugh spoke for a long time, or so it felt. I had no way to measure days and nights, seasons and years, in the wasteland. But when the time came for his soul to be weighed for the mists, he came up wanting.

“You have fooled me!” he cried at the Gatekeeper.

“How so, mortal man?” she drawled. “My scales do not lie.”

“She has bewitched my words.” Here he pointed to me, his mouth twisting in fury. “She has used enchantment and made them weigh less.”

“She has done only what I commanded of her, and there is no enchantment. This is only a record that you were here and that you lived.” The Gatekeeper gathered up her scales. “You are barred from the mists, Hugh of Delavoy. You will roam the wastes until you forget your name and become a shadow. You will dwell in nightmares, and you will never find rest or quench your thirst. That is, unless the herald is generous enough to escort your soul back to the living realm?”

Hugh’s face went slack. All that fury faded as he fell on his knees before me.

“Goddess,” he begged, bowing low in reverence. I could sense his desperation, the edge of his fear. “Please. It was not my time to die. If you would lead me back home, I will build an altar for you. I will worship you, offer you all the first fruits of my lands. I will never forget your mercy and what you have done for me.”

I stared at him, impassive.

He sensed my coldness and dared to lift his head to look at me. “I will carry your words to Vincent. I am certain there is more you would like to say to him? Your own time, like mine, ended far too soon. Or perhaps a letter? Write your words down to him, and I will bear them for you, lady of Wyndrift.”

Another bruise bloomed across my soul.

I had to glance away, but the despair remained, like an arrow had lodged in my side.

Was this my fate? To bear souls back to the living realm so they could then carry words of mine? I felt the constraints of my magic like it was a net cast over me, that I could possess a multitude of powers and yet be hindered by them.

“No,” I said, rising. I looked away from him, passing the record of Hugh’s life to the Gatekeeper. Even she seemed shocked by my refusal.

Let Hugh wander the wastes, I thought. The same fate as Warin.

It made me feel as if there was some justice in this world—that cruel gods and men were not rewarded by paradise when their end came—and that was a comfort to me.

I chose to walk the hills, keen to be alone. To wrestle with my thirst, my loneliness, the things I desired.

I wanted to write Vincent a letter.

But I wanted to carry those words on my own.



I settled into my role as the Gatekeeper’s scribe, recording all the stories of the dead. She was creating a library in the mists, binding each tome with leather, needle, and thread. She claimed that she reread most of them when she rested, awaiting her next arrival.

Sometimes, there would be a line of mortals at the gate, anxious for admittance.

Sometimes, there would be a lone god or goddess, shocked that their immortality had been snuffed out like candleflame.

Sometimes, there would be no one for long swells of time, and this is when my loneliness and my aches would flare up like old bones in winter, and I would walk the hills. For some reason, I always found my way to the wasted door, and there I would sit, imagining what it would feel like to open it when my seven years had ended.

Would I still desire to return?

I had been so certain of it when I had sent Bade back, but I had just died and my soul was keen to reunite with my flesh and blood. As my time in the wastes stretched ever onward, as I wrote life after life down on parchment … I began to worry that I would be changed by the seven years’ end. I worried I would not remember what it felt like to be fastened to a body that was warm and vibrant. A body that aged, even if it was by slow measures.

Or, if I was honest, it was not only me, but Vincent. For all he knew, I was dead and would remain so. He did not know I could return after the seven years. I imagined he would heal and move forward, and I could not fault him for it.

I continued to trace the Gatekeeper’s words in my mind.

Are you certain he will wait for you?





Time continued to spin like an eddy, even if I could not feel its pull. And the Gatekeeper, while pleased with my scribing, seemed to be waiting for something else.

It took me a while to grasp what she was offering, but there came a moment when it struck me like a bolt of lightning. She had the power to weigh lives for the mists, but I had the power to weigh lives and return them if I thought fit. She and I were our own golden scales; we stood side by side, a fearsome pairing to all who gazed upon us.

We listened, we wrote, and we weighed life. We banished, we welcomed, we carried souls to their appointed place.

Hugh had begged me to bear him back to the mortal realm, but most of the dead did not even know what to ask of me when they arrived at the gate, thirsty and—more often than not—bewildered. They spilled their life out in panicked fragments.

I soon realized I could thwart both Orphia and Rowena. I could unravel these warps and wefts of Death and Fate by bringing back souls, but it was not as simple as I had first believed. There were consequences for pulling threads loose from the tapestry, for bringing someone back who had been appointed to die.

Not long into my service, a young mortal woman arrived at the gate, weeping. When the Gatekeeper found her lacking for the mists, I chose to bear her back to the living realm. “Take my hand,” I told her. “Do not let go of me until I tell you it is safe.” But when we trod through the thickest, darkest portion of her nightmare, she let go of my hand. I lost her, watching as she turned into a shadow, doomed to haunt her own nightmare for eternity.

I was sick from the memory of it; I did not attempt to bear another soul again for some time. But then one day a mortal man arrived and knelt before us at the gate. His sorrow was tangible, his heartache was vivid as the blood that dripped from his neck. He reminded me of Vincent in a way, and when he told us that he had been killed and separated from his one true love on their wedding night, I was moved by compassion.

“Take care, Matilda,” the Gatekeeper murmured to me when I offered him the chance to return. “There are some things that are doomed to be, no matter what divinity believes.”

“This is his decision to return, should he take my offer,” I said. “Not mine.”

When I held out my hand to him, he brightened. He took it, and I drew him through his nightmare, all the way to the wasted door. But imagine my surprise when he arrived at the misty gate again the day after. He had been murdered a second time, and his desperation and anguish were only heightened to have endured the pain of separation and the shock of Death twice.

I did not bear his soul again.



I suppose you could say that I was also waiting for something more. I just never expected it to come in the shape of a little boy with blue-gray eyes and dark hair. A child who babbled for a moment before he looked directly at me and said a familiar name at the gate.

“Vincent?”



As a child, the boy did not have much to tell about his life. He did not speak in sentences. He spoke in words and jumbled thoughts and names. Vincent’s continued to bubble up, as if the child was looking for him.

I did not know if this boy was his son or not, but they were connected, somehow.

I was suddenly so overcome that I set down my quill and walked away. I strode through the iridescent creek and beneath tangled tree boughs. There was no breath for me to draw, no heart to thrum in my chest. The hole was still there; I could trace its jagged edge with my fingertip, the cold shine of my own bone. And I unraveled beneath the stars of the wastes. I gasped and fell to my knees. I crawled, swallowing the salt of my tears, trying to dull my agony.

I remembered, then, what it felt like to be alive after being dead for so many years.

My mind was like quicksilver. It darted through endless possibilities, trying to make sense of this encounter.

I had been gone for close to six years now. This child could be his, and I sought to imagine the woman Vincent might have created such life with. Something I could never give him; divinity could not twine with mortal blood, and we both knew it.

I did not want him to be alone. I could not bear to think of him lonely, and yet it was a blade in my throat when I envisioned him taking another in his arms. If this was where his life had brought him—if something good had come from my death—then should I let him go? Why should I return once the seven years ended if he was content, loved by another? Why cause us both disruption, grief, and regret?

Perhaps I should stay at the Gatekeeper’s side, weighing souls. Perhaps I should finally walk the mists.

I returned to the gate, my face betraying nothing. The boy still waited, solemnly, as well as the Gatekeeper.

“Hold my hand,” I said to him. “I will take you home, back to Vincent.”



I carried this child through his worst nightmare. When he cried, I drew him up into my arms. I walked him to the wasted door, and not once did he let go of me. His trust in me was implicit, and I could have wept to feel such faith. It was a flame that kindled in the coldest part of me. Once he was gone, returned to his mortal life, I sat for a long moment, staring at the threshold I could not cross.

A year might have passed.

I was lost within my own thoughts, memories of my old life.

But then I took a sheet of parchment from my belt. The ink, the quill.

Dear Vincent, I wrote.

His name was dark; it gleamed across the page. The words were stilted at first. I had never written something for myself. I hardly knew where to begin until I imagined us sitting before his hearth fire in the castle tower, speaking as we once had done, late into the night.

I wrote him a letter.

When I was finished, I folded the parchment and approached the wasted door. My soul could not pass over it, but perhaps my words could. I had once thought my magic could only flow one way, until Vincent had challenged me.

Have you ever tried?

I had not, and I closed my eyes, thinking of where I wanted this letter to go. How I could deliver it not with my hands or my swift feet or even my breath, but by magic alone.

I envisioned windows first, welcoming streams of light, then doorways with thresholds that shifted. The ley lines of the under realm that ran like hidden creeks beneath the mortal world, glittering with gemstones. I needed to connect this wasted door to another. At first, I thought of the wasted door of Fury Tower. The one I had passed through to find Nathaniel’s soul. But that door was not on a ley line. I could not find its light, its magical pulse, and so I let my mind drift further, until it fixated on Maiden Tower.

This is where magic gathered. A place where two realms overlapped.

There was also a door to the under realm here, in the abandoned bedchamber; I had used it to come and go. But when I envisioned the passage in the wall and the stairs that led downward, I felt an unexpected coldness. This threshold opened to somewhere, and I needed a door that led to nowhere.

I turned my inner eye over that bedchamber, remembering its every detail. The stone walls, the bed, the cobwebs, the candle tapers. My attention eventually riveted on the wardrobe. Those doors were wasted. And my magic flared warm and bright, eager to open them.

Trembling, I knelt before the door in the wasteland. At first, I wondered if I should open it, but I worried it would sense my presence. The threshold would bar itself to me again, as it had with Bade.

I swallowed and slid the folded parchment beneath the door instead.

I watched as my letter vanished.








LXXXI
In Dreams and in Death




VINCENT

To live alone on the edge of the woods, in the quiet space between river and mountains, was something I had once dreamt of. But that first winter taught me many things. One—I did not know what I was doing. Two—if I were to last in this place and put down roots, I had to humble myself and ask for help. I had to learn an entirely new set of skills.

Help was the next-door tenants: James, a jovial farmer a few summers older than me who seemed tireless and never angered, and Lara, a shepherdess and weaver as well as a gardener. They lived together on the plot next to mine and grew barley in the spring and autumn. They had a thriving flock of sheep which they sheared every year for wool, an apiary of honeybees, a coop full of pheasants, and a trio of collies that I could sometimes hear barking from across the vale.

While James showed me how to repair the thatched roof, Lara tilled the garden plot behind the cottage. They brought firewood for my hearth, a cask of ale, loaves of bread, wheels of salted cheese, and a basket of their autumn produce. They gave me seeds to plant when spring came again, a shawl that Lara had spun and dyed and woven on her loom, and hay for my horse as well as to refill the lumpy mattress in the main bedchamber.

“If you can make it through your first winter, you’ll be fine, lord,” James said with a hearty grin, clapping me on the shoulder. “We are glad to see the fires lit here again. This sad cottage has been empty for far too long.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the cup of ale Lara poured for me. “We shall see if I can survive it.”

“Give yourself a full year,” she said with a gentle smile.

I suddenly wondered if we were talking of farming or something else. If my grief was still etched on my skin. I wondered if the doomed story of Matilda and I had been carried on the wind, across the moors.

“Yes, listen to her, lord,” James said, and the way he looked at Lara made my chest ache. “She is always right.”

I had to glance away.

But I said, “Of course. And please. Call me Vincent.”



I froze every night that winter, curled up beneath heaps of blankets and the shawl Lara had woven. My bed was cold without Matilda and so I often slept in the chair before the fire, to draw as close to the light and heat as I could. Even then, I could not shake the chill I felt.

Winter always made me think of my father, my brothers. My uncle. The solstice when the hall had been splattered with blood. My old scar would become tender with the memory, as if it had been carved upon me only yesterday.

But not even the dark, bitter cold could drive me away. I was determined to remain here in this ramshackle cottage, and so I did.

It was a relief to see the days grow longer. Spring came again. My second one without her.

James and Lara were quick to aid me, helping me plant my own barley field as well as the garden. They provided me a flock of sheep and a few pheasants, and one of the collies to be a companion.

“I do not need a dog,” I said stubbornly.

“Yes, you do,” James insisted. “He will keep you company. His name is Reeve.”

I accepted the dog and was glad I did. I could not have managed the sheep without him. He also curled up at my feet every night; my loneliness suddenly did not feel so keen.

By the time summer arrived, the cottage was beginning to feel comfortable. A place I could call home. I had become familiar with its nightly creaks and pops. How the wind whistled through its many cracks. I had learned the slant of the floors and could walk them with my eyes closed. I could predict when it would rain, because the hearth would begin to smell like moss and wet stone. Ivy grew up the outer walls, and birds would perch on the windowsills. My garden was full of weeds, but I looked at it and felt a sense of pride.

Nathaniel often visited in those early days, sometimes bringing Anton. They loved each other, and I was happy for them. They were wed not long after that. Edric and Hyacinthe also came to see me, bearing gifts from Alyse. Bade even knocked upon my door one warm evening. I offered him a cup of ale and we sat, mainly in silence because neither of us could bear to say her name. But my closest friends were James and Lara, and the little boy they brought into the world on the last day of summer.

He was tiny. I was afraid to hold something so fragile until James set him, bundled and sleeping, into my arms.

I had never desired children—I have always been this way—but I decided in that moment that I would love him as if he were kin to me.

Tristan, they called him.

Time had felt unbearably slow until then. Once there is a child, you begin to see how quickly the days pass. How the sennights melt like ice beneath the sun. The seasons spin faster, the years suddenly feel much shorter. You hardly feel your own age, or how the years have marked you, until you measure them against those of a child.

The years, then, began to pass quickly.

I was there when Tristan started to speak. A babble that inspired endless delight in both Lara and James. I was there when he took his first steps. When he burned his hands on the hearthstone. When he grew his first milk teeth and became a biter, leaving marks on my forearms. I was there when he learned to say my name, and he shed his grub-worm appearance at last for that of a child who was beautiful, blue-eyed and dark headed, rosy cheeked and often solemn. I was there as if I were his uncle, bound by blood, and I never grew tired of his wonder. Of watching him grow and change, becoming his own person.

He was precious to me.

But when he turned four, two odd things happened.

The first was that James brought his sister to my house, to introduce her to me.

I was kneeling in the garden, harvesting carrots and radishes for Tristan’s birthday dinner, when they appeared at my gate.

“Vincent, hello!” James called with an exuberant wave. “May we come in?”

“To the garden?” I asked, still thinking we meant him and Lara and Tristan. People whom I considered kindred, whom I was comfortable with. I swiftly realized that a stranger was with him. A tall, thin woman with hair so blond it looked silver when the sun touched it. Quickly, I rose, my hands stained with soil.

“This is my sister, Henriette,” James said. “She is from Oath and has come to visit for Tristan’s birthday. I thought the two of you might enjoy each other’s company?”

I froze. No, I thought, sharply. No, I did not want to enjoy a stranger’s company.

My upbringing as a lord’s son, however, saved me. I granted her a thin smile and a bow of my head.

“A pleasure to meet you. I fear I am not suitable company at the moment.”

“Don’t worry yourself!” James said. “We aren’t staying. But we shall see you tonight, at our place? For Tristan’s birthday?”

I could not say no. Not when it came to Tristan.

I nodded and watched them go. A cold feeling slithered through me. I felt uneasy, distressed. I was full of dread when Reeve and I walked the path to their cottage that afternoon. Somehow, I managed to speak a few words to Henriette, and paltry ones at that. James noticed, and while Tristan was destroying a honey cake, he took me aside.

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he murmured, low so the women could not hear us as they laughed over Tristan’s antics. “But I thought you might want to begin meeting … other people. That perhaps you would like to have a family of your own someday.”

A lump welled in my throat. I considered them my family, as well as Nathaniel and Anton. Edric. Hyacinthe. Bade, even. But I knew what James was saying to me. Did I not want a companion? A wife? A lover? Someone to grow old with? Someone to live at my side day after day? Shoulder to shoulder, breath to breath?

Matilda had been gone for almost six years. By all means, I should have moved on. But when I sifted through the layers of my life, I had to acknowledge one simple truth: I could never love another as I had loved her.

She had taken my fire with her to the mists. And I did not dare utter these words, although I dwelled on them every autumn when the date of her death approached.

I still hoped that one day, she would return to me.

“I am perfectly content,” I said, but a sad light flickered through James’s eyes.

Our conversation was interrupted by Tristan, who began to wail. His cheeks looked redder than normal; he had whined and cried through most of his birthday supper.

“I think he needs to sleep,” Lara said, gathering him into her arms.

They invited me to stay for ale and pie as the moon rose. I declined; Tristan continued to cry, restless, and I walked back to my place by starlight, Reeve on my heels. It was a new moon, and the stars were exceptionally bright that night. I stopped to look up at the sky, finding Matilda’s constellation.

If she could see me now, what would she think? I had peeled away my power and prestige like it was calloused skin. I had given it away, and now lived a very simple routine. It was one that I enjoyed, but I was not certain where it was taking me. What did I want out of this life?

That night, the second odd thing happened.

A white owl visited me.

The shutters were open in my bedchamber. I was setting another log upon the hearth fire and did not hear the bird—she had arrived with such stealth—but Reeve growled. I glanced to see the owl was perched on the sill, watching me with her piercing golden eyes.

Many years had passed since one of Fate’s owls had visited me, bearing dreams of Matilda. I hadn’t expected to see one again.

“I am no poet,” I said to the bird, even as my throat went narrow. “I am no bard. I care nothing for the myths of the gods.” A lie, I thought, because I did care about the myths concerning one divine, and she was gone. But I had started to wonder what it would feel like to write my story, entwined with hers, down on paper. “Why have you come to me now?”

The owl made no movement, no noise. She merely pinned me with her gaze.

I decided to forgo the tonic I drank every new moon to dull my dreams. I could brew it myself now, with herbs harvested from my garden that I crushed and steeped in hot water. But with the owl’s visit … something stayed my hand, and I left the tonic on my bedside table.

That night, beneath the watch of the owl, I dreamt of Matilda.

She broke through the fog of my sleep like a beam of light.

I dreamt we were swimming in the river, and she was just as I remembered her. Long pale limbs that flashed in the water, her hair bright as copper. The moonstones gleamed in her ears, and her eyes were dark and rich as amber when she smiled at me. We wore nothing but our skin, and my heart gave a painful lurch as I swam closer, reaching out to touch her.

Just as my fingertips grazed her ribs, the dream broke.

I gasped awake as if I had been drowning. The owl was gone, and I stared up at the darkness, my body brimming with fire, with aches. I lay there awhile longer, wondering how much I had missed due to fear. How much had I cut myself off from, worried I would be wounded by it? I lay there and wondered if the owl was showing me a glimpse of my future, as impossible as that seemed, until I acknowledged sleep would not find me again, and I rose and stirred the embers in the hearth. I was warming some water over the flames when I heard the scream echo across the vale.

It was Lara.

She screamed again, a sound that made every hair rise on my arms.

I dropped the pan and bolted out the door, Reeve on my heels. The dog outran me, but I sprinted over the vale faster than I ever had, heart hammering in my chest. I do not know what I expected to find when I flew into their cottage, but it was not the scene that met me.

Tristan, limp and pale in James’s arms. James and Lara weeping, unconsolable.

“What happened?” I panted.

They did not see me. They did not seem capable of speech, only wails that turned my blood to ice.

It was Henriette who answered. She took hold of my arm, felt me tremble.

“A fever,” she whispered. “He is dead.”



I dug a grave the next day.

My shoulders burned as the shovel hit the earth, again and again. Mindless work, work I wanted to lose myself in. My breaths were jagged, my palms rubbed raw. Soon, they cracked and bled, but I continued to dig and dig and dig, until my strength ebbed.

I knelt in the dirt and wept.





Time seemed to halt. At some point, Henriette joined me.

I had dug the grave a good distance from the house, a beautiful plot of earth that was tucked between two trees. She brought a jug of ale for us to share and we sat beside each other on the grass, our faces nipped from tears, our eyes rimmed red. We stared at the grave as the sun began to set.

“Lara refuses to bury him,” Henriette finally said. “Soon, his body … it will begin to rot. You must help me convince them both, Vincent.”

I was not the one for that task. Had I not kept vigil at Matilda’s side for days in the sepulcher, waiting for the impossible? Refusing to seal her in stone?

We sat in silence until the ale was gone, and then I rose to continue digging. The sun was setting, and the clouds above were rippled in scarlet and gold when I heard another shout, drifting from the house. I dropped the shovel, preparing to run across the yard, when I saw Tristan.

He was walking to me, his hand in Lara’s.

For a moment, I thought, This is another dream. It was just a dream, and I would awaken, tears in my eyes. But I rushed to meet them, and the ground remained solid, the grass whisking at my ankles. My palms burned, and I could taste the dirt and the cool promise of evening staining the air.

When I took Tristan into my arms, he laughed, a joyous sound I felt in my blood, and I could only look upon him and marvel.

“He woke,” Lara said, and her smile was brilliant. “As if he had only been sleeping.”

Tristan patted my face, and I studied him. I took his tiny hand in mine and a shiver traced my bones. I knew it, then.

I knew that Matilda had been the one to carry him home.








LXXXII
Unravel




VINCENT

I wasted no time. I rode directly to Wyndrift, arriving deep in the night.

The guards recognized me at the bridge’s gates. They lifted them for me, one by one, until I reached the castle. Everyone was sleeping. The shadows were thick and cold, but I took the stairs two at a time to reach Nathaniel’s bedchambers.

“Nate!” I called, banging on the door. “Nate, I need to speak with you.”

I heard a groan. The sound of heavy feet trudging to the door. It creaked open and I saw my brother, his hair tousled and his eyes narrow.

“Vince?” he said, brows arching in surprise.

The words spilled from me. “When you were in the wastes years ago, with Matilda. When she followed you there, and you told me of the gate, and bones, and how she gave stories for you … what else happened? I know … I know there is more, and she, you … you must know. If you can remember.”

Nathaniel stared at me for a beat, utterly frozen.

“Nate?” Anton’s baritone drifted from the room. “Is everything all right?”

I knew how I must look with my bloodshot eyes, my trembling hands. How my words tripped over themselves.

“Yes,” Nathaniel called back into the chamber. “Will you pour us some wine, Anton? And stir the fire? My brother is here and needs to speak with me.”

“Let him in, then.”



A few minutes later, I found myself sitting across from them both before the hearth, holding a glass of wine I was too anxious to drink.

Anton had tossed another log onto the fire, and the shadows of their bedroom receded. The light flickered over my hands, my face. I realized I must have woken them from sleep and felt a stab of guilt.

“Did you come from the farm?” Nathaniel asked, frowning with concern. He suddenly sounded and looked far older than me. “Did something happen?”

“Yes. These past six years … gods, I have thought Matilda was in the mists. That she could not bring her soul back.” I paused, setting the wine on the table before I spilled it. “But I now realize she is in the wasteland. She is there, which means she is only a door away from us, and I need to know everything you remember about that moment she went after you.”

Nathaniel drew a deep inhale, as if bracing himself.

“That was a while ago,” he began, raking a hand through his tawny hair. “I’m sorry to say that when I think back on it … the entire encounter feels like it was a mere dream. Truly, I do not think I can remember everything in detail. The colors feel smudged, the words seem off. As if I am looking at it through fractured glass, and nothing makes sense.”

Anton touched his shoulder. Reassuring, comforting.

I swallowed and waited, patient, but I was desperate for whatever morsel he could give me.

“But yes,” Nathaniel said, his frown deepening. “There were bones. For some reason, Matilda stepped in to help me with them. I … I did not have enough, I believe. To be welcomed into the mists.”

“And these bones were earned by stories?” I said. My memory surrounding Nathaniel’s resurrection was also soft, muted. As if the more time passed, the less we remembered. I could only assume it was magic, perhaps the Gatekeeper’s. Maybe even Matilda’s. We were not supposed to remember these things once we returned from the dead. But I was keen to unravel this mystery.

“Yes. I remember she spoke of you, actually.”

“Me?” I echoed. Damn my heart, for how it leapt at the thought.

Nathaniel smiled. “She told the story of how she first met you. In a dream, and then on the moors. When the eithral flew over you both.”

“So she gave up her own stories for you,” I said. “For bones. She was granting you a favor, so what was the price for it?”

“Price?”

“I imagine the Gatekeeper wanted something from Matilda in exchange? A bargain was struck between them? For granting her the power to do this for you?”

“I … I do not remember.” Nathaniel wiped his eyes. He suddenly appeared dejected. “Forgive me, Vince. I wish I could give you the answers you seek. I wanted to write it down, not long after I returned, because I worried I would forget. But you told me to keep it secret. We did not want anyone else to know what had happened. What Matilda had done for me.”

I leaned forward. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Thank you for telling me what you remember.”

Disappointment stung my chest. I felt heavy, but I rose. I was making my way to the door when Nathaniel stood.

“Wait,” he said. “There was something said about ten years. Seven years as well.”

Ten years. Seven years.

The thought was a stone in my throat. What had Matilda done for my brother? What had she surrendered to see him returned to me?

I have lived thirteen years without her once. I can make it through seven. I can endure ten. If she will only return to me.

“Thank you,” I whispered again.



I had every intention of riding home that night, but Nathaniel protested.

“You woke me and my husband as if the land was on fire, asked questions I sadly cannot answer, and now want to leave again, as abruptly as you arrived? To ride off into the night?” He clucked his tongue. “No, brother. Stay. Your old room is just as you left it. Your horse needs to rest. You can ride home in the morning.”

The thought of sleeping in my old room must have drawn a scowl from me.

“Or,” Nathaniel added brightly, “we can ask Alyse to prepare one of the guest wings.”

“No, no. My old room will be fine.”

I left my brother and Anton standing in the corridor, although I felt them watching my retreat to the tower, as if they were worried. My mind was so preoccupied retracing everything Nathaniel had said to me that it took me a moment to realize a fire was burning in my bedroom hearth, and the coverlet had been folded down on my bed. Alyse had already been here, having heard my tumultuous arrival.

I was grateful for her as I sat before the fire and removed my boots, weariness stealing across my shoulders. But that was when I glanced up and saw it. A letter was tucked on the mantel, half buried in the juniper boughs.


Vincent of Beckett, Lord of
                            Wyndrift



I remembered this letter; I had refused to open it. It was the one that had brought Matilda to me.

A letter from Death herself.

I stood and took it in my hand. How many years had it sat here on the mantel? How long had it waited for me to break its seal and unfold it, for my eyes to run across its inked words?

Far too long, I thought, although I began to believe that I was always intended to open it now, many years later.

Dear Vincent,

We nearly met once, years ago, but I
                            decided to spare you, if only to see who you would become. And so I
                            have, and so I marvel. This time, my sister has woven your end upon our
                            loom. But she did not see the golden thread that twined with yours like
                            I did.

Matilda is all that you need to escape us
                            both. Her fate is woven with yours. A knot that not even I can
                            unravel.

—Orphia of Underling

Matriarch

I read Death’s letter a second time. A third, until the words began to blur.

I tossed them into the fire to burn.








LXXXIII
Confessions




VINCENT

The trees were nearly bare, their shed leaves gold and crimson on the grass, and the nights were starry and crisp when Nathaniel paid me an unexpected visit at the cottage. I was in the garden again, kneeling by a patch of kale, when he arrived, windblown and wide-eyed. In his hand was a piece of parchment.

It was late afternoon, but the wind was howling from the east, and it smelled like rain.

“Vince!” he said, and his smile was broad, revealing the gaps in his teeth. “You will not believe what is in my hand.”

“It looks like paper.” I brushed the soil from my knees and rose. Reeve whined, and I let him loose into the pasture, to tend to the sheep.

“Yes. A letter for you.”

“I can see that. From whom?”

“Best come inside and sit down.” Nathaniel took me by the elbow and hauled me across the flagstones. I thought his behavior strange, and when I saw Edric pacing by the front door and Anton standing with the horses, my worries grew tenfold.

I dug my heels into the ground. “What is the meaning of this? Why are you all here?”

“Are you not pleased to see us?” Edric asked, looking wounded.

Anton only snorted.

“Of course I am,” I snapped. “But the three of you have never come at one time like an ambush.”

An awkward lull struck our gathering. Nathaniel cleared his throat and hauled me into the house, right to my favorite chair by the hearth.

“Sit,” he commanded. “Do you need something to eat? To drink? Should I toss another log on the fire?”

“No. Why are you fussing over me?”

“Well, because of this letter.”

“Yes, I can see it. Who is it from?”

“Before I hand it to you,” Nathaniel said, holding the limp parchment in the air, “do you want to know where it was found?”

I heaved a sigh. “Where?”

“In that haunted bedchamber of Maiden Tower. You know the very one? The room no one wants to sleep in because of the drafts, and the noises, and that wardrobe with the broken doors, and how the firelight acts on its own accord? This letter was lying in the middle of the floor. No one knows how it got there, or how long it was waiting for you there, and for that, I am deeply sorry, Vince. If I had known, I would have brought it to you instantly. Oh, and that is the other thing. There was no address on the outside, and so a few of us read it, and realized that this was for you, and she had written it for you, and we—”

My mind sharpened.

“She?” I said. “Whom are you speaking of?”

But as Nathaniel lowered the parchment down for me to take, I knew.

My mouth went dry. My heart pounded.

“Will you please give me a moment?” I whispered, taking the paper in my hand.

“Of course. The three of us will be outside, waiting.”

I nodded, watching my brother stride across the room. Once I was alone, I swallowed and unfolded the parchment.

Dear Vincent,

If these words reach you, then I have done the impossible. Do you remember how you once challenged me to write to you when I was away? You wanted to hear from me, and I thought there was no magic deep enough, no magic bright enough to bear my words across realms. I had never tried, but I never had a reason to before now.

I know time has been steadily passing in the mortal world. And I can only wonder where you are now, and where your life has guided you since I last saw you in the woods. Since the snow fell and you held me in your arms. Part of me is desperate to return to that night, to rewrite it. The decisions I would have made differently, in hopes that I would find a path that did not sever me from you. But I think … I think our story was always meant to be as it was.

I make these confessions, fully aware that you might have found another to spend your days as well as your nights with. I would never fault you for this happiness. I also must speak of a child, a boy with eyes that reminded me of yours, that came to the gate. He said your name. I could not help wondering if he was your son as I carried him back to the mortal realm.

There are moments when I think I will return as soon as I can. That I will remember my body as if I had only been torn from it yesterday, and I will knock upon your door, and it will be as if no time has come between us at all. But perhaps this is only a dream. And I think it safest for me to stay away.

I do not desire to cause you any more grief or pain, but if you will wait for me, when the leaves fall and the nights grow longer, I will come to you, and we may speak again, face-to-face.

Yours,

Matilda

I waited for her return like the stars wait for the sun to set.

I watched autumn give way to a dark winter. The ice was thick that year and the snow came early and melted late. I slept by the fire, and I dreamt of her, even without the owl’s visits.

Winter sighed into spring, my seventh without her, and the storms were harsh, the mud relentless. But then came summer and it was mild and beautiful. The honey flowed generous from the comb, and the garden fruits burst from the vines, and I learned how to weave on Lara’s loom.

Summer, at last, finally gave way to autumn.

I waited, each sunrise stealing my breath.

And then one rainy night, in the darkest, coldest hour before dawn, a knock sounded upon my door.








LXXXIV
A Thousand Years




MATILDA

I had wondered how long it would take for me to remember my body, to remember what it felt like to draw air. I had gasped upon waking in the sepulcher as if I were taking my first breath again. My lungs had swelled with a pleasant ache, my heart burning in my chest as if I had set it aflame.

I lay on the stone table, my eyes open to the darkness that had kept my flesh company for seven mortal years, and I took another breath, and then another, drawing all the shadows into me until my heart was warm again. It resumed its dance, mending the jagged wound in my chest with each beat.

Blood soon branched through my veins, luminous. I moved my fingers, flexed my toes. I brought my hand to my face. Flowers, so dry they had become dust, fell from my fingers, and how I trembled, like newly spun leaves on a branch, tested by a storm. But I traced my face, my lips, my ears and the moonstones that pierced them.

I was slowly remembering, but I could not deny that I felt like a stranger in my own skin.

A thought cut through my mind like a sunlit blade. When would I feel whole again, or had I been away for too long?

Slowly, I rose. My first steps were shuffles, but I found the entrance to the tomb. It was sealed, but I was the goddess of iron. I laid my palms to the door and I felt the pulse of the lock. It melted beneath my command and I pushed.

The door shuddered and gave way.

I stepped out into a rain-streaked night.



The castle was dark and silent, dreaming. I did not wish to wake it as I walked the empty corridors, my memory guiding me to the tower steps. I ascended them, my heart pounding.

I paused before Vincent’s door. A realization flared through me, and I feared I would find him entwined with another in his bed. I should not have worried; his chamber was dark, the furniture draped in white sheets, as if he had not been here for a long time. The ashes had been swept clean from the hearth.

I stood in the center of the chamber, searching for a sign of where he might have gone. If he was not here, then where would he be? A different chamber, perhaps? But no, this had been his sanctuary, and I knew he was not here within these walls. Nor was he on the bridge.

Eventually, I lit a candle and sat at his desk. There was parchment and a glass inkstand. A cup of quills and a signet for wax seals. I retraced our conversations, eventually settling on one that made me pause. He had once said that he desired to have a small farm somewhere, tucked away from the world. To live in solitude.

I closed my eyes and cast out my magic, as if I had a delivery for him. A letter in my hand with his name scrawled upon it.

My mind raced over the river. Over the moors and their wildflowers, the goldenrod that bloomed in the wayside. The road that led to the northern mountains, a place I had once walked with him and his people. I remembered the meadow where I had lain down beside him, and we had gazed at the stars.

I had felt safe in his arms, feeling him breathe against me.

My eyes opened.

I knew where he was.



I took the road beneath my bare feet. It was dark—the storm clouds were a shield over the moon and the constellations—and the rain continued to fall. But I savored the taste of it, the thrum of it upon my skin. How my dress clung to me like a lover. How my hair was like silk, dripping with water.

I had not run in a very long time. I had almost forgotten how it felt—the thrill of my feet pounding a melody into the earth, my breath sharp in my lungs.

I smiled as my walk quickened.

Soon, I was running over the hills.

Laughter spilled from me. I could not contain this delight; it still brimmed in my blood when I reached a cottage in the woods. I slowed, approaching the door. He was here; this was the home he had claimed, and I could only wonder what had brought him to such a place. Had he lost his power as lord, or had he surrendered it gladly?

I lifted my hand to knock upon the wood but paused.

Fear gripped me, and I decided to walk away, threading through the trees. It was late; he would be sleeping. I did not know if my words had reached him, and if they had not … I was about to take him by utter surprise. I thought of the child I had carried back to the mortal realm. The boy who had called his name.

He could have a family. A wife, sleeping within. I did not want to disrupt his new life, and I wondered if I should leave. Melt away into the wind or seek a hidden door and go as far and as deep as the under realm would let me. Return to the wasteland, to dwell beside the Gatekeeper.

It seemed like the safest option. But I could already taste the regret, as if I had cut my lip.

I waged this battle for a while longer, standing between an elm and an oak. Eventually, I decided to approach the door again. I shivered as I raised my hand. A shaky breath unspooled from me as I knocked, three times fast.

I waited.

There was no sound, no light.

I decided to leave and spun on my heel. I was two steps away when I heard the locks slide. The door swung open with a creak. I felt firelight wash over my back, my shoulders, and I paused, afraid to look at him. But I could feel his gaze.

“Red,” he breathed.

My heart tugged. Slowly, I turned to face him.

Vincent stood beneath the lintel, holding a candle.

His hair was longer. There was more silver at his temples, and he had let his beard grow. Wrinkles gathered at the corners of his eyes, and his tunic was homespun, brushing the tops of his knees. He wore no trousers, and his feet were bare, like mine. He smelled like garden soil and bread and green vines, like woodsmoke and pine and wool.

I stared at him, taking in these slight changes, and yet he was familiar to me. I could see the mark of seven years upon him; they had been long years, laced with worry and fear as well as laughter and joy. Sun and cold winters, tempests and firelit stories.

I realized I had not responded. I had not even dared to breathe as I held his gaze.

But then he smiled, and the tension vanished from my bones.

“Come inside,” he said. “I have been waiting for you.”



I stood by the hearth, watching him light the fire.

“Are you hungry?” he asked. “Thirsty?”

I nodded, afraid my voice would break if I dared to speak.

Vincent wiped his hands on his tunic and rose. There was a black-and-white dog, curled up near the hearth, watching me with beady eyes as if I were a threat. I swallowed and glanced away, taking in the cottage. It was a welcoming place, its rafters adorned with hanging herbs, its space claimed by mismatched furniture. Sheepskin rugs were spread over the stone floor, and a few small tapestries graced the walls.

Vincent had disappeared into the adjoining chamber. I did not know what he was doing until he returned to me, a clean tunic draped over his arm.

“Do you want to change?” he asked.

I glanced down. My dress was translucent from the rain, its hem mud splattered. I had dripped puddles onto his floor.

“Yes,” I said, reaching for the garment. “Thank you.”

He smiled at me again, and I felt warm as if I had swallowed a handful of embers. He turned away, his focus entirely on the fire and the soup he was heating in the cauldron. I realized he was granting me privacy, and I removed my belt, letting it clink on the floor. I stripped away my gown, my skin pebbled from the cold air. He kept his eyes averted, and it reminded me of our wedding night. The night we had pretended to be wed.

I drew the tunic over my head and sighed. It was warm and soft, and it smelled like his skin.

When he invited me to sit in one of the chairs, I did. When he set a bowl of soup into my hands, I accepted, grateful. I lifted it to my lips and I sipped the bone broth, tasting all the wild flavors of his garden.

“Did you make this?” I asked, my voice husky.

He draped my drenched gown close to the fire to dry. Then he sat in the chair across from mine, handing me a slice of brown bread. “Yes. Do you like it?”

“It is very good,” I confessed. I could feel each swallow trickle through me, as if awakening my blood again. I devoured the rest, and then scraped the bowl dry with the crust. When he poured me a cup of ale, I drank, relishing its golden bite.

Vincent was quiet, watching me. Then he asked, “May I ask where you came from, Matilda?”

Now that I was warm and dry and my stomach had been filled, I realized it was time for the two of us to talk. I crossed my legs; his eyes flickered down to the movement before meeting my gaze once more, and there they remained, fixed upon me.

“I came from the wasteland,” I said. “I have been there the past seven years, fulfilling a service to the Gatekeeper.”

“You woke in the sepulcher tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Did anyone see you rise?”

“No. The castle was sleeping. I went to your room in the tower, expecting to find you. I was surprised to see it empty and cold. How long have you been here?”

“Six years,” he replied.

I listened as he began to tell me of all that had happened after I had died. His decision to step down as lord and bestow the title to his brother. How bitter and cold his first winter in this cottage had been. How he had struggled through spring, learning how to plant a barley field, how to knead bread, how to care for a flock of sheep.

“Do you live here alone?” I asked, my heart suspended as I waited for his answer.

“Yes. Unless you count Reeve.”

“Reeve?”

Vincent tilted his head. “The dog.”

“Oh.” I glanced at the collie, who was still watching me with one eye.

“But I wanted to tell you … the child you spoke of in your letter? His name is Tristan, and he is James and Lara’s boy. My friends who have helped guide me through each season here.” Vincent refilled both of our ale cups, and I shuddered, a terrible relief clawing through me. I hoped he did not see it.

“So my words did reach you?” I asked.

“Yes. Nate found the letter in Maiden Tower. In the haunted bedchamber no one wants. He said the parchment was lying in the middle of the floor, as if it had been dropped there.”

I traced my lips, deeply pleased.

Vincent was watching me intently. “How did you send it?”

“By doorway,” I said.

He stared at me, the firelight dancing over his face. There was a softness in his eyes, and we spoke more of my magic in the wasteland, as well as of his time here. The toils of a farmer, as well as the triumphs. His friends and his sheep, the dog and the boy Tristan, whom he loved as a nephew.

“I will introduce you to them tomorrow,” he said. “If you would like that.”

“I would,” I replied, and then was shocked when I yawned. I felt weary and heavy boned; my eyes struggled to remain open.

Vincent noticed and stood. “You are tired. Here, there is a place for you in my bed. I can sleep by the fire.”

I followed him into the adjoining bedchamber. It was sparse, as if he did not spend much time here. There was a bed, big enough for two, and a window, shuttered against the rainy night. Another hearth, glowing with embers, and a chair with a stack of books beside it.

“I will be just outside if you need anything,” Vincent was saying, spreading the wrinkles from the blankets. But I reached out and took hold of his sleeve, and he froze as if I had charmed him.

“Stay,” I said.



In the dark hour before dawn, when the rain fell in a whisper and the fire crackled into ashes, Vincent drew the tunic from my body. I lay naked on his bed, my damp hair spread around me. I felt safe, I felt warm. He gazed down at me, his eyes taking in my every line, my every curve. I watched as he pulled his own garments away, casting them aside. His skin was pale in the golden light, his body beautiful, familiar. His scar was a faint mark that I traced with my fingers, down to the curve of his hip.

His breath caught.

When he lay down with me, I closed my eyes. His skin was hot against my own. His heart beat with mine, as if the two were aligned, and I could hardly breathe through the pleasure as my legs fell open beneath him, as I wound my fingers into his hair. He kissed the hollow of my neck, and his breaths were rapid, his teeth sharp as he nipped at my shoulder.

I wanted him to split me open, if only to see what would spill from my blood. The secrets, the pain, the shadows, the words. The pieces of me that I was afraid to bare to any save for him. I wanted to set those fragments in his hands. The myth of who I had been, of who I could still become, my life woven with his.

A goddess who loved a mortal.

My name was destined to be blotted out of the divine myths and perhaps even forgotten amongst the poets and the bards as the seasons wheeled onward. Time did not favor such quiet stories. Once, I had feared this, until I realized my story was not one to be devoured by strangers. No, this was for him and for me. And if we wanted to tell it, we would in our own way.

“I would wait a thousand years for you,” Vincent said. “If you asked me, I would wait for you until only my bones remained upon an altar. But if you must leave again, then let me follow you, Red.”

My throat was too narrow, my pulse too swift, to speak. He caressed the edge of my jaw, the curve of my lips with his thumb.

“I cannot bear to be away from you,” he whispered, kissing my brow. Again and again, until I realized he was tracing my crown of stars. Something only he could see. “Look at me, love. Let me see your eyes.”

My eyes fluttered open. Our gazes held, and I felt him press into me. Soft and slow, gentle as if he was also remembering. But when I curled my nails into his back, a ragged sound escaped him; I felt it rumble through his chest into mine, and he moved faster, deeper. I could no longer resist; my eyes closed and my back arched. His fingers traced the ridges of my scars and then around my ribs, slipping downward. A moan stirred my breath as he filled me, again and again. As his deft fingers caressed me.

“Vincent,” I said.

He kissed his name from my mouth, and we came undone together.

I gazed at him, watching the rapture pass over his face. I kissed the dew from his skin, traced the curve of his back. He was mine, and I was his.

We lay entwined together afterward, our breaths falling into a steady rhythm again. When he drew air, I let it go. And I fell asleep in his arms.



We woke not long after that, just as dawn broke through the storm with pale blue light.

While Vincent stirred the fire, I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders and walked out the back door. I stood in the garden, listening to the rain drip from the leaves. The ground was wet and fragrant beneath me. A bird flickered from one branch to the next, trilling as the last thread of darkness faded.

I lifted my face to the sky and watched the clouds thin. The last star of the night melted away.

“Matilda,” I heard Vincent say.

I returned to him just as the sun broke the horizon.








Epilogue
Myths and Mortal Hearts



On a cold spring evening, when it had been raining for three days and the streetlights struggled to burn against the perpetual gloam, I summoned Matilda to me.

I imagined it would take her some time to arrive. She would have to travel through the mists, the wastes, and then the mortal realm, but I knew she would come. I patiently waited for her on the ground floor of an antique shop, surrounded by rare curiosities—a few of them enchanted—as well as mundane odds and ends. There were piles of books, brass sextants, paintings of ships on the sea, old lamps with stained glass shades, and copper teakettles that had patinated with age. Empty tins brimming with paint brushes, clocks with cracked faces, baskets full of metal gears and instruments. A stack of newspapers sat on a stool, and beside it, lined up on a desk, were three typewriters, freshly built and gleaming in the light.

The typewriters each held their own individual enchantment, but they were not linked together yet. The owner of this shop not only collected antiques but was a mechanic, a repairman, an inventor, and a dreamer himself, devout when it came to magic. This building rested on a ley line and he knew how to use that to his advantage. His senses were sharper than those of most humans, and when I had observed him one day with an enchanted monocle, which he wore when he worked so he could see all the potential magical threads within the materials he wielded, I knew he could create what I envisioned. I only needed to persuade Mr. Stone in a dream to commission the typewriters from this metalworker.

I stared at the keys, tempted to touch them. I refrained, thinking again of Mr. Stone and his desperation to have something connect his ailing daughter to her two friends. That sad desperation had moved something in me. Alouette Stone was doomed to die and soon, but there was still so much life within her. So many words she had not said yet. It did not seem possible that someone like her would be extinguished like flame, but I had never quite understood the games Death and Fate played.

I wanted to help her. And so I had pulled strings within dreams, guiding Mr. Stone here to this shop, planting the idea of the three typewriters in his mind for his daughter and her two friends.

I only needed the magic to bind them together, and that power was not mine.

The door to the shop swung open, the bell ringing above it.

I waited in a shadow until I was certain it was her. Tall and lithe, her auburn hair glistening with rain. She wore a simple white dress that dragged on the floor behind her, and golden brooches sat at her shoulders. Her waist was cinched by the moonstone belt I had once envied for its beauty and practicality.

Our gazes met and held.

If Matilda was surprised by the advanced state of the mortal world, a world that was full of incandescent lights that could be directed by a switch, and trams that clanged through the streets, and trains that cut through pastures, and smoke that stained the air, she concealed it well. She had died many years ago but had returned to live alongside her mortal love. Their time together had been simple but fulfilling. When he had eventually passed, silver-headed and weathered by the generous years given to him, she had gone with him to the mists, much to the shock of the gods. I had not seen her again after that, maybe because that was when the conflict between the Underlings and Skywards flared bright and violent.

She was the only dead divine who could come and go as she pleased. Who could cross the threshold of the mists as she willed. What power she held; it radiated from her like the summer sun. I could hardly believe she had been forgotten amongst men. That her name could only be evoked by the oldest of divines, and we had all but melted away in this new world.

It was a stroke of luck, as the mortals say, that I remembered her, and she happened to have the magic that I needed.

“Matilda,” I said, and stepped forward to greet her.

She was wary at first. I could not fault her. I had just pulled her from the rapture and rest and whatever else could be found within paradise. But when I reached out to embrace her, she returned the affection.

The braid of hair that I had once knotted to her wrist was still there, waiting for me to call in the debt she owed me for sparing her life. What an evening that had been in Alva’s burrow, long, long ago.

“Enva,” Matilda said to me. My name was a soft sigh in her voice. “You look just as I remember.”

“As do you, my old friend.”

I gave her a moment to glance around the shop. Her eyes, however, were inevitably drawn to the very reason I needed her. She looked at the typewriters, and there her gaze remained.

“What are those?”

She moved closer, gazing down at the keys.

I followed but was quiet, watching as she traced them with her fingertips. She pressed down on the key marked by I, then R. The M and the V. She watched in delight as the typebars swiftly responded, flying up to hit the ink ribbon.

“Typewriters,” I said. “They create messages by pressing words onto paper.”

Matilda touched all three of them, playing with their keys. But she must have sensed the weight of my summoning. Her smile faded as she straightened, meeting my stare.

“Why have you called me here?”

“I would like to borrow your magic,” I said. “A payment for the debt you owe me.”

Quietly, she removed the bracelet of hair and handed it to me.

“What magic?” she asked.

She was many things. She was words and souls, spring and iron. She was rivers. And none of them could ever be stolen from her.

“Words,” I said. “As well as soul.”

She arched a brow at me.

“I have no intention of bearing souls,” I was quick to add. “But I think you know that the soul can be found in words, and words within the soul. The two reflect each other in the sky, do they not?”

Matilda was pensive. I thought she might refuse, but then she pulled a dagger from her belt. I watched as she cut her palm, and her ichor welled, sweet and golden in the lamplight.

“Hold out your hands,” she said.

I obeyed, and a shiver coursed through me as she drew the constellations on my palms. Soul on my right, words on my sinister.

I had not specified a term for the loan, but I only needed her magic for a moment.

I turned to the typewriters and touched all three of them. I let her magic flow through me like a luminous current, down into the keys, the typebars, the ribbons, the spools. The three were soon connected by an invisible golden thread, by ley lines, wardrobe doors, and thresholds. A strange way to link them, but that came directly from Matilda. An essence of her magic and her own lived experiences.

My hands slid from the keys.

When I turned to look at her, Matilda was gone.

The shop door closed in her wake.

The constellations faded from my palms. When I studied the three typewriters again, I saw the magic gathering in the space between letters, the space between words. I saw the magic draw tight as strings. Like notes, unsung, waiting for the right hands to play them.



Over the many years I have been alive, dwelling in all three realms, I have watched the myths shift and change depending on who is telling the story. Like a ballad that sounds different depending on the musician who is singing the lyrics. Myths written about me. Myths in which I am soft and pliable, a virgin bride to an angry Underling god. Myths in which I plot his demise, and my music is cruel, compelling all who are misfortunate enough to hear my notes, my voice. I have seen myths claim that I sing mortal souls Skyward or to the under realm after death, that I guide their souls either above or below as shades waiting to spend eternity in our courts. Even that is only partly true.

My music can reach souls after death—filling the space when the heart finally falls quiet—but Matilda is the one who truly guides them to rest.

Matilda, whom the myths would seek to cut away and forget, all because she loved a mortal man.

Some stories claim that humans are beholden to the gods. But that is also not true. The divine is nothing without mortal hearts. And should we love them, we should not be punished for it.

No, I think. It is all the more reason why we should be remembered.



I left the shop behind, although I would see the typewriters again, and soon. As I walked the streets, I could hear a distant melody, gathering in my mind. It was inspired by moonstones and fire, by a river and a fortress built by mortal hands. By ichor spilled onto the snow. It was inspired by Matilda and Vincent, and I suddenly yearned to play it, even with my aching hands.

I lifted my face to the rain, to the dark sky, to the clouds that hid the stars. And I imagined what might come from a single word. A single letter sent bravely into the ether.

Matilda’s magic was about to rewrite all the old myths.

THE END
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